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In the current epoch of economic globalization, the globalization of higher 
education has spurred an increasing interest in comprehending global competence. 
A systematic literature review was conducted, analyzing a wide range of studies 
from 2013 to 2023 using the Web of Science and Scopus databases. The review 
aimed to present an updated overview of research on global competence, covering 
various aspects such as its definition, assessment dimensions, research objectives, 
methodologies, results, and limitations. Most publications define global competence 
using knowledge, attitudes, and skills as crucial dimensions, drawing from 
international organizational documents and research findings. However, the review 
also emphasizes the need for future research to adopt a longitudinal approach 
and develop global competence verification tools to measure global competence 
among university students and faculty. By providing a comprehensive analysis of 
current research, this review highlights the importance of understanding global 
competence in higher education and its potential impact on students and faculty in 
an increasingly interconnected world.
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1 Introduction

The interconnected, multicultural world has experienced significant changes due to the 
opportunities and challenges brought about by globalization (Shliakhovchuk, 2019). Similarly, 
the Fourth Industrial Revolution has brought about significant transformations in different 
sectors, like artificial intelligence, robotics, and data analytics, altering our everyday lives and 
work environments (Fuchs, 2018; Fukuyama, 2018). There has been a significant shift in 
preparing future generations with the necessary expertise and skills to meet the changing 
industry demands, aligning educational programs with what is required to prepare students 
for the dynamic environment (Schroeder, 2016). Hence, adopting global competence-based 
higher education is crucial for succeeding in the current fast-paced global professional 
environment (Robertson, 2021a; Robertson, 2021b). This approach equips students to grasp 
global events, work well with people from various cultures, and promote peaceful, inclusive, 
and sustainable communities. Mastering intercultural communication, cross-border 
collaboration, and leveraging technology effectively are essential skills in today’s globalized 
world (Oliver, 2022). This underscores the significance of higher education focusing on global 
competence, as it directly prepares students for the challenges and opportunities of the 
international professional environment.
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Higher education institutions are vital in preparing students with 
the essential global skills needed to thrive in the fast-changing global 
landscape (Saito, 2019). Many universities have acknowledged the 
growing emphasis on improving students’ global competence 
(Deardorff and Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017). Universities around the 
globe have adopted different approaches to enhance students’ global 
skills, including providing international courses, promoting cross-
border mobility, and employing professors with international 
experiences (Li et al., 2021; Guo-Brennan, 2022). There has been a shift 
in higher education toward emphasizing values over knowledge and 
skills, transitioning from ‘aptitude to attitude’. However, some argue that 
the shift lacks a suitable epistemic framework and instructional system 
(Zha and Wu, 2021). Global competence has garnered significant 
attention in research, not only within academic domains but also 
notably in the aftermath of the OECD’s Global Competence Assessment 
conducted in 2018. Delving into conceptual understanding and 
definition, some studies focus on the nature of global competence and 
its components (Sälzer and Roczen, 2018). The focus of research centers 
on the advancement and assessment of global competence and the 
analysis of methods to enhance students’ global competence in higher 
education settings (Majewska, 2023). Despite the different perspectives 
and in-depth analyses provided by these studies, there is still a need for 
a comprehensive understanding of global competence in higher 
education. The full synthesis of its domains and dimensions remains 
incomplete. With this gap in mind, the study aims to comprehensively 
synthesize global competence, evaluate the standards for assessing 
global competence in university faculty and students, identify the latest 
developments in global competence assessment in higher education, 
summarize the progress in global competence research over the last 
decade, and highlight the limitations of this research. This study offers 
an overview of the status and development of global competence 
among students and teachers in higher education. To achieve this goal, 
the review will investigate the following research questions:

 1. What is the definition of global competence within the context 
of higher education?

 2. What are the typical dimensions employed to evaluate the 
global competence of university teachers and students?

 3. What are the major research purposes, methodologies, and 
outcomes of research on global competence in higher education 
over the last decade?

 4. What are the limitations of the research on global competence 
within higher education?

The subsequent sections of this paper are organized as follows: 
Firstly, the methodology employed for this review and the selection 
criteria utilized to identify pertinent studies are delineated. 
Subsequently, the findings are presented, and the research questions 
are addressed based on the selected literature. Furthermore, the 
potential limitations of the study are highlighted. Finally, the 
conclusions are presented along with suggestions for future research 
on the development of global competence in higher education.

2 Materials and methods

This review is based on the guidelines for systematic literature 
reviews provided by Kitchenham and Charters (2007). The research 

questions were explicitly stated as the primary objectives at the 
beginning of the review. The databases used for the search, as well as 
the search strings and criteria used to assess and select relevant 
studies, were described. Then, the publications included in this review 
were introduced. Finally, this study followed Gough et al.’s (2017) 
three main phases of systematic review: selecting, identifying, 
and synthesizing.

2.1 Search strategy

The present literature review opted for using two electronic 
databases: Web of Science (WOS) and SCOPUS. These databases were 
selected as the primary sources of international, multidisciplinary 
academic literature (Chadegani et al., 2013).

A search was conducted for the selected terms within the papers’ 
titles, keywords, and abstracts. The search strings per chosen 
electronic database were as follows:

WOS: TS = ((“global competence*” OR “global abilit*” OR “global 
skill*”) AND (“higher education” OR “universit*"OR “college*”)).

Scopus: TITLE-ABS-KEY ((“global competence*” OR “global 
abilit*” OR “global skill*”) AND (“higher education” OR 
“universit*"OR “college*”)).

2.2 Study selection

A comprehensive and meticulous study selection process 
encompassed multiple stages and activities. The search design was 
specifically tailored to encompass the most recent trends and research 
findings on global competence, ensuring alignment with the rapid 
evolution of global technology. Initially, 271 articles were retrieved 
through the search process, reflecting the thoroughness of the 
selection process.

2.2.1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
To ensure that the studies selected were appropriate for addressing 

our research questions, established inclusion (Table 1), and exclusion 
criteria (Table 2) were utilized. Each study was evaluated based on 
these criteria. To validate these criteria, a group of experts consisting 
of three university professionals and one education expert 
was consulted.

2.2.2 Quality criteria
The chosen papers’ evaluation relied on various evaluation 

criteria, considering the diverse methodologies used in this review. 
The critical appraisal skill program (CASP, 2018) checklists were used 

TABLE 1 Inclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria

 • The research is related to the global competence of teachers or students in higher 

education.

 • The publication includes state-of-the-art information on global competence.

 • Research papers are published between 2013 and 2023.

 • The research papers are written in English.

 • Peer-reviewed articles.
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to assess the rigor, credibility, and relevance of the qualitative 
investigations. The CASP consists of ten questions ranging from 1 to 
9, with response options of “Yes,” “No,” or “Cannot tell” (Table 3). For 
item 10, the authors discussed and jointly determined the 
appropriate response.

The Critical Appraisal Checklist (CEBM, 2014) was utilized to 
evaluate the cross-sectional quantitative study. This checklist 
comprises 12 queries, offering response options of “Yes,” “No,” or 
“Cannot tell.” The checklist encompasses questions that assess various 
aspects, such as the study’s design, subject selection, sample 
representativeness, measurement reliability, and conducted statistical 
analysis (Table 4).

Consistent procedures were followed for all evaluations to 
assess the overall score and quality of the articles included in this 
systematic review. Tables 3–4 present the processes and 
calculations. Initially, the cumulative score for each column was 
calculated and subsequently divided by the overall score. Then, 
these scores were converted into percentages to categorize the 
articles’ quality. The articles were then classified into three 
categories based on the percentage distribution and range. Finally, 
studies with percentages ranging from 80 to 100% ranked as high 
quality, from 60 to 79% as good quality, and with percentages below 
60% as low quality.

2.2.3 Data extraction
The study employed the guidelines proposed by Ma et al. (2017) 

to extract and organize the investigations’ key characteristics and 
significant results. Several important attributes, such as the author(s), 
publication year, country of research, investigation objectives, study 
design, sampling method, individuals involved, focus and relevance 
of findings, and quality level were included. During the initial phase, 
the studies were classified and condensed the studies according to 
their qualitative or quantitative methodology. Table  5 provides a 
comprehensive summary and categorization of the features and 
significant conclusions drawn from these investigations.

The review process began with examining 271 papers obtained 
from the search (60 from WoS and 211 from Scopus) against the 
predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. During the initial 
screening, 43 duplicate articles were identified, and 185 articles were 
excluded due to their failure to meet the inclusion criteria. 
Subsequently, the remaining 43 articles underwent a thorough 
evaluation based on quality criteria to ensure that they aligned with 
the inclusion and exclusion criteria, thereby guaranteeing the selected 
works’ quality for addressing the research questions. By applying a set 
of quality questions as criteria, 19 articles were eliminated, resulting 
in a final selection of 24 articles for analysis and addressing the 
research questions.

Figure 1 visually represents the data extraction procedure using 
the PRISMA flow (Moher et al., 2009).

3 Findings and discussion

This section presents the results of the systematic literature review 
(SLR) structured according to the research questions posed, providing 
answers through the analysis of the selected articles.

3.1 Definitions of global competence 
within the context of higher education

A total of 24 selected articles in this review were examined to 
provide clarification on the definition of global competence. Among 
these articles, 10 cited both previous research and international 
organization documents to define global competence. Three articles 
relied solely on documents from international organizations, while 
nine publications based their definitions solely on research. Two 
publications did not mention a specific source for their definition.

In the selected literature, it was common for researchers to refer 
to the definition of global competence as proposed by the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) or other 
organizations. The OECD defined global competence as “the ability to 
look at local, global, and intercultural issues, to understand and value 
other people’s points of view and worldviews, to interact with people 
from different cultures in an open, appropriate, and effective way, and 
to work for collective well-being and sustainable development” 
(OECD, 2018). Nine of the chosen publications used this definition.

Additionally, three publications referenced the definition of global 
competence provided in the book “Educating for Global Competence: 
Preparing Our Youth to Engage the World” by Mansilla and Jackson 
(2011). This book emphasized the importance of integrating global 
competence into education and defines it as “the capacity and 
disposition to understand and act on issues of global significance” 
(Mansilla and Jackson, 2011).

Scholarly research also contributed to the definition of global 
competence. Among the selected literature, 19 publications referred 
to previous research, with many citing the work of Hunter and 
Reimers. Hunter et al. (2006) used Delphi techniques to define global 
competence as “having an open mind while actively seeking to 
understand cultural norms and expectations of others, leveraging this 
gained knowledge to interact, communicate, and work effectively 
outside one’s environment.” Reimers (2009) defined global competence 
as having three interdependent dimensions: a positive disposition 
toward cultural difference and a framework of global values; language 
proficiency beyond one’s dominant language; and deep knowledge and 
understanding of global topics and the process of globalization, along 
with critical and creative thinking skills to address global challenges.

Furthermore, five publications in the review discussed the 
similarities or overlaps in meaning between global competence and 
other terms such as “intercultural competence,” “global perspective,” 
“global awareness,” and “global citizenship.” This indicates that a 
unified definition of global competence is still under development.

Some scholars argued that the OECD-PISA definition possesses 
the most authority and should serve as the unified definition of global 
competence in academia, based on a combination of organizational 

TABLE 2 Exclusion criteria.

Exclusion criteria

 • The research work is not related to the global competence of teachers or students 

in higher education.

 • The publication does not include the state of the art on global competence.

 • Research papers are not published between 2013 and 2023.

 • Research papers are not written in English.

 • Research papers have been published without a peer review process.
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TABLE 3 Quality appraisal of the qualitative studies.

Author(s), 
year, 
country

1. Was 
there a 
clear 

statement 
of the 

aims of 
the 

research?

2. Is a 
qualitative 

methodology 
appropriate?

3. Was the 
research 
design 

appropriate 
to address 
the aims of 

the 
research?

4. Was the 
recruitment 

strategy 
appropriate 
to the aims 

of the 
research?

5. Was the 
data 

collected 
in a way 

that 
addressed 

the 
research 

issue?

6. Has the 
relationship 

between 
researcher 

and 
participants 

been 
adequately 

considered?

7. Have ethical 
issues been 
taken into 

consideration?

8. Was the 
data 

analysis 
sufficiently 
rigorous?

9. Is there 
a clear 

statement 
of 

findings?

10. How valuable is the 
research?

Total 
score (%) 
and 
quality

Crawford et al. 

(2020), America

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it shows a 

developmental approach to global teacher 

education

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Genau (2013), 

German

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it shows a new 

study abroad program to increase global 

competency

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Kim (2019), 

Korean

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it applies a theory 

of cosmopolitanism to understand the 

relationship between global competence and 

student identity

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Kjellgren and 

Keller (2018), 

Sweden

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it shows an extra-

curricular Certificate of Global Competence 

as a nonintrusive way

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Majewska 

(2023), 

American

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y The research is valuable as it addresses the 

challenges to global competence instruction 

and acquisition and opportunities

9/9 (100%) 

High

Ismail et al. 

(2023), Europe

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y The research is valuable as it detects the most 

relevant global competencies required

9/9 (100%) 

High

Robertson 

(2021a), the U.S

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it addresses the 

question of why global competency matters

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Robertson 

(2021b), the U. 

S

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it explores the 

provenance of the idea of global competence 

underpinning the OECD-PISA Global 

Competence framework

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Sakamoto 

(2022), Japan

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it examines the 

nature of global competence and the 

challenges

8/9 (88.9%) 

High

Tewari et al. 

(2021), the U. S

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y The research is valuable as it shows how 

Missouri State University’s GREAT project 

promotes responsive and inclusive teaching

9/9 (100%) 

High

Yu and Duchin 

(2022), the U. S

Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y The research is valuable as it leads to a 

curriculum for action in the public interest

8/9 (88.9%) 

High
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TABLE 4 Quality appraisal of the quantitative cross-sectional studies.

Author(s), 
year, 
country

1. Did 
the 

study 
address 
a clearly 
focused 
issue?

2. Is the 
research 
method 
(study 

design) 
appropriate 

for 
answering 

the 
research 

question?

3. Is the 
method of 

selection of 
the subjects 
(employees, 

teams, 
divisions, 

organizations) 
clearly 

described?

4. Could 
the way 
the sample 
was 
obtained 
introduce 
(selection) 
bias?

5. Was the 
sample of 
subjects 

representative 
with regard to 

the 
population to 

which the 
findings will 
be referred?

6. Was the 
sample size 

based on pre-
study 

considerations 
of statistical 

power?

7. Was a 
satisfactory 

response 
rate 

achieved?

8. Are the 
measurements 

(questionnaires) 
likely to be valid 

and reliable?

9. Was the 
statistical 

significance 
assessed?

10. Are 
confidence 

intervals 
given for 
the main 
results?

11. Could there 
be confounding 

factors that 
have not been 
accounted for?

12. Can the 
results 

be applied to 
your 

organization?

Total 
score and 
quality

Butum et al. 

(2020), 

Romania

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 11/11 (100.0) 

High

Cao and Meng 

(2020a), China

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 11/11 (100.0) 

High

Cao and Meng 

(2020b), 

Belgium

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y Y C Y 10/11 (90.9) 

High

Cao and Meng 

(2020c), China

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y C N Y 9/11 (81.8) 

High

Han and Zhu 

(2022), China

Y Y Y No bias Y C Y C C C Y Y 7/11 (63.6) 

Good

Kang et al. 

(2017), US and 

Korean

Y Y Y No bias Y C Y Y Y C Y Y 9/11 (81.8) 

High

Kjellgren and 

Richter (2021), 

Sweden

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y C C C Y Y 8/11 (72.7) 

Good

Li (2013), China 

and the U. S

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y 11/11 (100.0) 

High

Liu et al. (2020), 

China

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y C Y Y 10/11 (90.9) 

High

Mehta et al. 

(2021), Thai

Y Y Y No bias Y C Y Y Y C Y Y 9/11 (81.8) 

High

Meng et al. 

(2017), China

Y Y Y No bias Y Y Y Y Y C N Y 9/11 (81.8) 

High

Shuman et al. 

(2016), the U. S

Y Y Y No bias Y C Y Y Y C Y Y 9/11 (81.8) 

High

Zheldibayeva 

(2023), 

Kazakhstan

Y Y Y No bias Y C Y Y Y Y Y Y 10/11 (90.9) 

High
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reports and research. They highlighted the contributions of previous 
scholars to shaping the OECD-PISA global competence framework. 
However, there are also scholars who believed that these definitions 

may be biased toward a Western perspective and may not adequately 
consider globalization, particularly in Eastern contexts. Additionally, 
even within the OECD, different organizers or stakeholders 

TABLE 5 Type of limitations.

Investigation Type of limitations

Butum et al. (2020) (1) Only two fields of study are included (economic and social studies); (2) Research is conducted in a specific country context

Cao and Meng (2020a) (1) Cross-sectional study design: the relationship studied cannot be called causal. (2) Extrapolation of results to other populations 

or settings must be done cautiously unless replicated. (3) Participants recruited from only one university

Cao and Meng (2020b) (1) Cross-sectional study design; (2) The study only tested Chinese students residing in Belgium; (3) The study did not distinguish 

between different types of online contact, such as video-based and text-based contact; (4) The sampling method solely relies on 

recruiting participants through Facebook

Cao and Meng (2020c) (1) Cross-sectional study design. (2) Samples are from a single university. (3) The study uses English learning motivation as a 

unidimensional scale. (4) Research ignores some important constructs of academic achievement (e.g., self-regulated learning and 

academic self-efficacy)

Crawford et al. (2020) Not mentioned

Genau (2013) No attempt was made to measure global competence skills formally

Han and Zhu (2022) (1) The research sample is intentionally selected at an international institution; (2) Students are limited to first-year undergraduate 

students in engineering and natural science disciplines

Kang et al. (2017) (1) As an attempt at intercultural online projects, it focuses on the local performance of the project. It does not provide students 

with broader tasks, such as active cooperation with students from other countries. (2) Due to the small sample size, caution should 

be exercised when generalizing the findings. (3) The items investigated in this study are only available to students enrolled in the 

Apparel/Textile Marketing course.

Kim (2019) Not mentioned

Kjellgren and Keller (2018) Not mentioned

Kjellgren and Richter (2021) Not mentioned

Li (2013) (1) The researchers used a convenience sample from the researchers’ existing courses, and the participants were not fully 

representative of our population of interest. (2) Participants were majors in business disciplines or humanities (foreign languages); 

caution must be exercised when attempting to generalize the findings to the general university population. (3) Foreign language 

proficiency has long been regarded as an essential component of global competence, but foreign language was not used as a 

parameter in experimental design.

Liu et al. (2020) (1) Data come from a sample of graduate students from five universities in Beijing. Some programs may be more suitable for 

developing and non-English-speaking countries than others. (2) Only self-report tools were used, not tests that directly measure 

students’ global competence knowledge and skills

Majewska (2023) Not mentioned

Mehta et al. (2021) (1) Cross-sectional study design, investigating only one discipline. (2) Lack of qualitative research

Meng et al. (2017) (1) Cross-sectional study design, future instructional intervention, or qualitative research is needed to investigate students’ global 

competence. (2) Collected from different universities in different geographical regions of China, it is challenging to represent the 

entire population of Chinese college students. (3) There is a lack of empirical research examining the impact of different factors on 

global competitiveness, and the universality of the results needs further testing. (4) Participants are randomly selected within the 

school, and students who agree to participate are likely to be more interested and have relatively high global competence, so they 

are not representative of a population that is not interested.

Ismail et al. (2023) Not mentioned

Robertson (2021a) Not mentioned

Robertson (2021b) Not mentioned

Sakamoto (2022) (1) The complexity of group membership changes during the study. (2) The reliance of Delphi studies on subjective opinions.

Shuman et al. (2016) Not mentioned

Tewari et al. (2021) Not mentioned

Yu and Duchin (2022) Not mentioned

Zheldibayeva (2023) (1) The direct target of the GCS tool is graduate students, while 4/5 of the sample in this study are undergraduate students. (2) The 

sample is small.
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approached global competence from a US-centric perspective, which 
may limit its adaptability to other cultural contexts (Robertson, 2021a; 
Sakamoto, 2022).

3.2 Dimensions commonly used to assess 
the global competence of university 
teachers and students

Among the 24 selected publications, a variety of instruments with 
different dimensions were used. Figure 2 represents the types of samples 
used before presenting the results concerning the dimensions commonly 
used to assess the global competence of university teachers and students. 
The corresponding articles can be found in the  Appendix.

Of the 24 selected publications, 20 focused on student participants, 
2 focused on teacher participants, and 2 studied both teachers 
and students.

The selected publications employ various aspects and 
perspectives to assess the global competence of both students and 
teachers, as presented in Table A in the appendix. Most publications 
used surveys as their research method. The analysis and 
comparison of the dimensions outlined in these surveys revealed 
that 10 out of the 24 selected publications embraced Hunter’s 
global competence dimensions, comprising knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes (Hunter et al., 2006). Sakamoto expanded on Hunter’s 
three dimensions by adding traits, resulting in the following four 
dimensions: knowledge, skills, attitudes, and traits (Sakamoto, 

2022). Similarly, Ortiz-Marcos et al. (2020) referenced the four 
dimensions of the OECD framework, which include knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, and values.

FIGURE 1

PRISMA flowchart: data extraction procedure.

FIGURE 2

Results of the category of participants.
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Some scholars developed their own evaluation dimensions based 
on their research orientation and established tools using different 
theoretical frameworks. For instance, Butum et al. (2020) categorized 
global competence into six categories: international competences, 
personal competences, competences related to career management, 
workplace competences, theoretical competences, and practical 
competences. This observation aligns with Robertson’s findings that 
different scholars employ different dimensions to evaluate global 
competence (Robertson, 2021b).

3.3 Research purposes, methodologies, 
and outcomes explored in the last decade 
on global competence in higher education

To present a comprehensive overview of the advancements made 
in research on global competence over the past decade, an analysis of 
the research objectives, methodologies, and outcomes to gather 
relevant information was conducted.

3.3.1 Research purposes
The categorization of the selected publications was based on 

their research purposes. The first category aimed to assess 
participants’ perceptions and levels of global competence in higher 
education. These articles aimed to evaluate participants’ 
understanding and level of global competence within the context of 
higher education. The second category involved investigating the 
factors that influence global competence. These publications 
investigated the factors affecting global competence and how they 
differ across individuals. The third category centered on evaluating 
the impact of global competence on student achievement. Articles 
in this category assessed the effect of global competence on students’ 
academic performance. The fourth category involved analyzing the 
pedagogical approaches used to develop global competence. These 
articles presented different teaching methods and strategies 
employed to cultivate global competence. Lastly, the fifth category 
examined the reliability and validity of global competence-related 
instruments. Articles in this category focused on measuring the 

reliability and validity of the questionnaires used to evaluate global 
competence. Figure 3 presents the results of these categorizations.

In this category, 42% (n = 11) of the selected publications most 
frequently represented the research purpose of investigating the 
participants’ perceptions and their level of global competence. The 
evaluation of students’ perceptions was done from multiple 
perspectives. For example, Butum and Ortiz-Marcos explored 
perceptions of global competence and international labor market 
needs (Butum et al., 2020; Ortiz-Marcos et al., 2020). Han and Zhu 
(2022) examined students’ perceptions of global competence as they 
lived and experienced international education. Sakamoto and 
Shuman assessed college students’ perceptions of their level of 
global competence and what college students need to be globally 
competitive (Shuman et  al., 2016; Sakamoto, 2022). Genau and 
Tewari discussed perspectives on global education programs and 
practices (Genau, 2013; Tewari et al., 2021).

While 31% (n = 8) of the selected publications also investigated 
factors that could influence global competence, marking the 
second-highest level of research. For example, Cao and Meng 
examined whether mediated exposure through TV dramas and 
movies predicts intergroup anxiety and global competence (Cao 
and Meng, 2020a). They also investigated whether demographic 
variables (i.e., age, gender, length of stay in Belgium, professional 
and academic level) are associated with global competence (Cao 
and Meng, 2020b). Additionally, they examined whether five 
personality traits are associated with English language achievement 
and global competence (Cao and Meng, 2020c). Moreover, Kang 
et al. (2017) examined the effect of a cross-cultural online program 
on their global competence. Mehta et  al. (2021) examined the 
impact of overseas education and curriculum internationalization 
on global awareness. Meng et al. (2017) discussed the impact of 
domestic internationalization efforts and student motivation on 
global competence. Shuman et al. (2016) explored the impact of 
demographic factors and pre-university experiences on freshman 
global competence.

One publication (Cao and Meng, 2020c) evaluated the 
effectiveness of global competence on students’ achievement. They 
explored the predictive role of the Big Five personality traits 

FIGURE 3

Results of the category of the research purposes.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1404782
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Jiaxin et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1404782

Frontiers in Education 09 frontiersin.org

(conscientiousness, neuroticism, extraversion, openness, and 
agreeableness) in English achievement and global competence. The 
findings indicated that extraversion and motivation to learn can 
synergistically contribute to better results in learning English and 
acquiring global knowledge.

Four of the selected publications examined pedagogical 
approaches to global competence. Crawford et  al. (2020) 
described how an instructional design course at one university 
promotes global competence, providing four student case studies 
as illustrative examples of how such a course can support students 
in developing global competence. Li (2013) proposed a teaching 
intervention that creates opportunities for students from China 
and the United  States to establish virtual connections and 
collaborate on international business-related research papers. 
Kjellgren and Keller (2018) adapted program curricula to equip 
graduates with the skills required for effective and ethical work 
in socially and culturally diverse environments. Yu and Duchin 
(2022) developed a student project based on existing courses to 
enhance students’ understanding of the local social context 
through community and global engagement, fostering 
comprehension of the Sustainable Development Goals and the 
development of technical skills. These courses are essential for 
nurturing cultural awareness, enabling students to thrive in a 
multicultural world and become productive and fulfilled 
members of the workforce.

Finally, two selected articles validated instruments related to 
global competence. Liu et al. (2020) employed quantitative methods 
to test global competence models empirically. Zheldibayeva (2023) 
aimed to adapt the global competence scale to local conditions and 
examine the validity and reliability of the Kazakh version of the 
scale as a tool for measuring the global competence of 
Kazakh students.

3.3.2 Research methods
The analysis of the research methods used in the selected 

publications was undertaken. The findings are presented in Table 6.
Among the selected publications, most scholars investigated 

global competence-related content using quantitative and 
qualitative methods. Specifically, 12 publications utilized 
quantitative methods, with data collection conducted through 
questionnaires. Ten articles employed qualitative methods, 
specifically in-depth semi-structured student interviews, for survey 
research (Kim, 2019; Crawford et al., 2020; Ortiz-Marcos et al., 
2020). One of the articles employed a mixed-method approach, 
incorporating both quantitative and qualitative techniques. 
Kjellgren and Richter (2021) utilized interviews and questionnaires 
to investigate ways to enhance the systematic development of global 
competence in higher engineering education. To explore 

perceptions of what Japanese university students need to be globally 
competitive, Sakamoto (2022) employed Q-methods and Delphi 
techniques to identify and understand prevailing expert and 
stakeholder opinions.

3.3.3 Research outcomes
The study also involved analyzing the research outcomes of the 

articles that investigated students’ and teachers’ perceptions and 
assessed their level of global competence (see Table 7).

Five articles mentioned the challenges and areas for 
improvement in developing global competence. For example, Meng 
et  al. (2017) found that Chinese college students had a positive 
global attitude but lacked sufficient global knowledge. Robertson 
(2021b) contended that the narrow presentation of global 
competence stems from its conceptual basis, which aligns with 
American corporate interests, as well as its pedagogical focus on 
shaping the culture of the new capitalism. Another study (Sakamoto, 
2022) found that Japanese students struggle to develop global 
competence due to factors such as limited autonomy, limited self-
expression, and insufficient critical thinking to 
overcome ethnocentrism.

Furthermore, six studies focused on analyzing the factors that 
influence global competence. These six studies listed factors such 
as personal characteristics, experience studying abroad, English 
proficiency, exposure to cross-cultural online communication, 
internationalized curriculum, school ranking, and contact with 
individuals from foreign cultures were listed in these six studies. 
For example, Cao and Meng (2020a) found that exposure to 
foreign TV series and films has a positive impact on global 
capabilities. Researchers found that extraversion and openness 
positively predict all three dimensions of global competence 
(global attitudes, skills, and knowledge), while agreeableness 
positively predicts global attitudes (Cao and Meng, 2020c). 
Another study suggested that intercultural online programs 
generally increase the global competence of participating students, 
but the extent of the impact varies across dimensions and 
countries (Kang et al., 2017). According to Mehta et al. (2021), the 
desire to study abroad, English proficiency, and curriculum 
internationalization have a positive impact on global competence. 
Meng et al. (2017) found that gender, enrollment in 985 and 211 
universities in Beijing, social sciences and humanities, experience 
of contact with foreigners in campus activities, enrollment in 
internationalization-related courses, and student motivation were 
predictors of Chinese students’ global competence. Shuman et al. 
(2016) concluded that building on pre-college experience and 
encouraging students to have multiple international experiences 
while in college is key to gaining a relatively high level of global 
readiness or perspective.

Li (2013) asserted that effective teaching of global competencies 
is possible in the realm of pedagogical approaches. One 
recommended intervention program for enhancing global 
competencies is to incorporate cross-cultural education in the 
classroom. Yu and Duchin (2022) employed a combination of 
top-down and bottom-up teaching methods to expand students’ 
cultural awareness and sensitivity. Their instructional approach 
entailed dividing the course into four distinct areas: “Food Aid, 
Assistance to the Elderly, Assistance to Children and Youth, and 
Activities to Enrich Community Life.”

TABLE 6 Research methodology.

Research methods Number of studies

Quantitative methodology 12

Qualitative methodology 10

Mixed methods 1

Q-methodology 1

Delphi study 1
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TABLE 7 Study characteristics and summary of findings from the included studies.

Author(s), year, 
country

Aims Study 
design

Sampling 
method and 
participants

Focus and significant 
findings

Dimensions 
mentioned

Butum et al. (2020), 

Romania

To determine students’ 

perceptions of the 

competencies required in 

the national and 

international labor market

Quantitative Online survey, and 

undergraduate students

 • Global competencies have an impact 

on employability.

 • Theoretical knowledge is an advantage of 

Romanian higher education institutions.

 • University activities are highly relevant to 

global capabilities

International, personal, 

career management, 

workplace, theoretical, 

and practical 

competences

Cao and Meng 

(2020a), China

To examine whether 

mediated contact through 

television series and movies 

predicts intergroup anxiety 

and global competence

Quantitative Online survey, Chinese 

undergraduate students

 • Intergroup anxiety mediates the 

relationship between contact and 

global competence.

 • Mediated contact has a negative effect on 

intergroup anxiety and a positive effect 

on global competence

Global knowledge, 

global skills, and global 

attitudes

Cao and Meng 

(2020b), Belgium

To investigate the 

relationship between online 

and direct cluster contact 

and social capital in cross-

cultural networks

Quantitative Random sampling, 

Chinese students in 

Belgium

 • Online contact is significantly associated 

with global skills, global attitudes, and 

bonding social capital.

 • Direct contact is indirectly related to 

bridging and bonding social capital via 

the mediators of global attitudes 

and skills.

Global knowledge, 

global skills, and global 

attitudes

Cao and Meng 

(2020c), China

To examine whether the five 

personality traits are related 

to English achievement and 

global competence.

Quantitative Online survey, year 2 

undergraduate students

 • Conscientiousness and extraversion 

predict English performance.

 • English learning motivation is positively 

correlated with all dimensions of global 

competence

Global knowledge, 

global skills, and global 

attitudes

Crawford et al. (2020), 

America

To illustrate how 

instructional design courses 

promote global 

competencies

Qualitative Purposive sampling, four 

students

 • Fostering teachers’ global competencies 

is the sharing and analysis of authentic 

storytelling via intercultural 

conversations, documentary film, and 

immersive experiences.

 • Storytelling has educational and social–

emotional benefits

Knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes

Genau (2013), 

German

To increase global 

competency in engineering 

students by focusing on 

world history from a 

technical perspective

Commentary Secondary sources  • Students are satisfied with 

experiential learning.

 • Students are willing to contact foreign 

friends through email and social media.

 • Students involved with the international 

student community on campus

Not mentioned

Han and Zhu (2022), 

China

To examine students’ 

perceptions of global 

competencies while living 

and experiencing 

international education

Quantitative Purposive sampling, 

first-year undergraduate 

students

 • Highlighting the importance of academic 

learning and intercultural confidence.

 • A critical reconceptualization of global 

competence against the caveat of 

“Globalization” for “Englishization”

Knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes

Kang et al. (2017), US 

and Korean

To investigate the 

acquisition of global 

competencies among college 

students and the impact of 

inter/intercultural online 

programs

Mixed 

methods

Random sampling, 

university students

 • Intercultural Online Program enhances 

students’ global competencies.

 • The extent of the impact varies by factor 

and country.

 • U.S. students’ global competencies have 

improved significantly

Knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes

Kim (2019), Korean To understand the 

relationship between global 

competence and student 

identity

Qualitative Convenience sampling, 

Undergraduate students

 • Cosmopolitanism manifests in ways that 

are contested, complex, and variegated.

 • The development of cosmopolitanism to 

conceptualize global competence

Not mentioned

(Continued)
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TABLE 7 (Continued)

Author(s), year, 
country

Aims Study 
design

Sampling 
method and 
participants

Focus and significant 
findings

Dimensions 
mentioned

Kjellgren and Keller 

(2018), Sweden

To adapt the program 

curriculum to equip 

graduates with the skills 

required to work

Narrative 

review

Iintroducing the 

certificate as well as 

initial findings from 

courses. Students

 • Extra-curricular certificates help students 

develop global competence.

 • Encourage and ensure quality in 

international mobility.

 • Fosters cross-disciplinary understanding 

at home.

Not mentioned

Kjellgren and Richter 

(2021), Sweden

To explore how to 

systematically enhance 

overall global competency 

development in higher 

engineering education

Mixed 

methods

Online surveys, Teachers 

and Students, Experts

 • Strategies and methods for global 

competency training

 • The role of institutional diversity

 • Assess the importance of effort

Not mentioned

Li (2013), China and 

the U. S

To propose a pedagogical 

intervention that provided 

students from China and the 

U.S. with opportunities to 

establish contact.

Quantitative Two universities’ 

students from China and 

the U.S.

 • Global competence is teachable.

 • The applicability of Erickson and 

O’Connor’s (2000) “intergroup contact 

theory” in developing student 

global competence.

 • American students performed lower than 

their Chinese counterparts in global 

competence.

knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes

Liu et al. (2020), 

China

To empirically test the global 

competence model through 

quantitative methods

Quantitative Random sampling, 

Graduate students

 • Develop a scale to measure global 

competence in graduate students.

 • The theoretical structure, reliability, and 

validity of the scale pass the test

knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes

Majewska (2023), 

American

To discuss global 

competence and address the 

challenges to global 

competence instruction and 

acquisition and 

opportunities

Commentary Secondary sources  • Producing a competitive American 

workforce relies on higher education 

producing globally competent students.

Not mentioned

Mehta et al. (2021), 

Thai

To examine the impact of 

overseas education and 

curriculum 

internationalization on 

global competence

Quantitative Convenience sampling, 

universities’ students

 • The desire to study abroad, proficiency in 

English, and curriculum 

internationalization together have a 

positive impact on the global-

mindedness of students

Not mentioned

Meng et al. (2017), 

China

To investigate the global 

competence discrepancies of 

Chinese undergraduates in 

universities and regions of 

different development levels

Quantitativ Random sampling, 

universities’ students

 • Chinese undergraduates have positive 

global attitudes.

 • Gender, 985 and 211 project universities, 

Beijing city, social sciences, and 

humanities, the experience of contact 

with foreigners on-campus activities are 

predictive of Chinese students’ global 

competence.

Knowledge, skills/

experience, and attitudes

Ismail et al. (2023), 

Europe

To detect the most relevant 

global competencies 

required by engineers in the 

labor market

Qualitative Semi-structured 

interview, competencies 

required for HR 

interviewing graduates

 • Only five global capabilities are common.

 • International experience is considered 

a quality.

 • Flexibility and communication skills are 

missing among young engineers

knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, values

Robertson (2021a), 

the U. S

To address the question of 

why global competency 

matters

Commentary Secondary sources  • Propose a dialogic approach, “A Six-Step 

Dialogic Approach,” to knowing about 

and acting globally.

Not mentioned

(Continued)
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Regarding the validation of global competencies, Liu et al. (2020) 
developed a comprehensive three-dimensional scale known as the 
Global Competence Scale for graduate students (GCSG) to validate 
global competence-related competencies. This scale has gained 
recognition as a reliable tool for measuring postgraduate global 
competencies. This scale underwent a rigorous evaluation to assess 
its reliability and validity. Furthermore, Zheldibayeva (2023) 
conducted a study that tested a validated global competence scale 
exhibiting strong internal consistency and satisfactory data fit.

3.4 Limitations of reviewed studies on 
global competence within higher 
education

Table  5 presents the types of limitations identified in the 
investigations. The analysis showed that the sample size was the 
most common limitation among the 24 selected research studies, 
appearing in 10 studies (n = 10). Additionally, the cross-sectional 
study design emerged as a frequently encountered research 
limitation, appearing in 5 articles. Notably, 12 articles exhibited 
multiple research limitations, whereas 11 selected articles did not 
specify any research limitations.

It can be seen from Table 6 that: (1) the limitation of most 
studies is small samples, such as samples from a specific school or 
a single university. In the future, it is recommended to collect data 
from different sources and further validate the global competence 
scale with a larger sample size to improve its universality and 
usability. (2) Many studies also pointed out the cross-sectional 
study design. Due to the cross-sectional study design, the research 
results need to be interpreted with caution as a causal relationship. 
In the future, conducting longitudinal research on global 
competence, investigating global competence through teaching 
intervention, or conducting qualitative research, such as follow-up 
testing, to reveal the causal relationship between these variables 
is recommended.

4 Strengths and limitations

This systematic review has numerous noteworthy strengths. The 
review mostly followed the strict and thorough methods specified by 
Cochrane criteria. The systematic review had a well-defined scope, 
which included predetermined criteria for the study population, 
outcomes, and research design. The review utilized a comprehensive 
and systematic literature search to achieve comprehensiveness, 

TABLE 7 (Continued)

Author(s), year, 
country

Aims Study 
design

Sampling 
method and 
participants

Focus and significant 
findings

Dimensions 
mentioned

Robertson (2021b), 

the U. S

To explore the provenance 

of the idea of global 

competence underpinning 

the OECD-PISA Global 

Competence framework.

Commentary Secondary sources  • Global competence can be linked to US 

corporate interests.

 • Pedagogical impulse is in shaping the 

culture of the new capitalism

Different people hold 

different dimensions

Sakamoto (2022), 

Japan

To examine the nature of 

global competence in Japan 

and the challenges that 

students face in its 

development

Qualitative Q-methodology and the 

Delphi Technique, 

expert, and stakeholder

 • Elements of global competence deemed 

important in Japan are often overlooked 

or minimized in the existing (mostly 

Western) literature

knowledge, skills, 

attitudes, and traits

Shuman et al. (2016), 

the U. S

To understand the global 

readiness level of incoming 

students and how it is 

affected by demographic 

factors and experiences.

Quantitative Random sampling, 

Engineering students

 • International experience is important for 

graduates to gain an acceptable 

global perspective.

 • Global preparation or perspective is 

based on a pre-college experience

Not mentioned

Tewari et al. (2021), 

the U. S

To discuss how Missouri 

State University’s GREAT 

project promotes responsive 

and inclusive teaching

Commentary Secondary sources  • GREAT project has a positive impact on 

students and teachers

Not mentioned

Yu and Duchin (2022), 

the U. S

To lead to a curriculum for 

action in the public interest

Qualitative Convenience sampling, 

community students

 • The proposed curriculum can help 

students develop cultural awareness and 

become productive and satisfied 

members of the workforce

Not mentioned

Zheldibayeva (2023), 

Kazakhstan

To adapt and validate a 

measure for the assessment 

of students’ global 

competence in Kazakhstan

Quantitative Random sampling, 

undergraduate students

 • The internal consistency of the validated 

scale and its subscales is good.

 • Measured sample global capabilities are 

at a moderate level

knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes
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implementing a pre-established search strategy. In addition, a 
complementary manual search was performed by examining the 
reference lists of the obtained papers and review articles that only 
discussed global competence in higher education. The search strategy 
reporting complied with the specifications mentioned in the PRISMA 
declaration. The data extraction procedure was carried out 
autonomously by the first and third authors, with any discrepancies 
handled by consensus or consultation with the second author in cases 
where consensus could not be achieved.

Despite adhering to the robust systematic review guidelines 
and protocols, the present systematic literature review does 
exhibit a few limitations. This literature review systematically 
presents the current state of research through validated studies. 
It encompasses an overview of studies included in two databases, 
Web of Science and Scopus, from the past 10 years (2013–2023). 
It should be noted that this review only examined publications 
from these two selected databases, and thus, not all publications 
on the subject were accounted for. Furthermore, the years were 
limited to 2013–2023 to emphasize recent findings. Notably, the 
search was constrained to articles published solely in English to 
ensure the inclusivity of international literature and compensate 
for the researchers’ limited proficiency in multiple languages.

5 Conclusion

This systematic review provides a comprehensive overview of 
global competence in higher education. It examines how global 
competence is defined and used in higher education settings and 
presents an analysis of current research on global competence, 
including the research purpose, methodologies, instruments, 
outcomes, and limitations.

The review highlights that the definition of global competence in 
the reviewed publications is generally broad, drawing on international 
organization documents and related research. International 
organizations commonly use the definitions proposed by the OECD 
and the EdSteps Global Capability Working Group, while scholars 
frequently cite Hunter and Reimers’ definition. However, it is essential 
to note that some publications compare global competence with other 
related terms, such as intercultural competence.

The review of the global competence assessment indicates a 
preference for studying students rather than teachers. Most studies 
utilize Hunter’s definition of global competence: knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes.

The selected publications’ research objectives focus primarily on 
investigating global competence among teachers and students and the 
factors influencing its development. A significant portion of the 
research aims to survey and assess participants’ perceptions, level of 
global competence, and related factors. However, the number of 
studies exploring the impact of global competence on student 
achievement is limited.

Regarding research methodology, most selected publications rely 
exclusively on quantitative or qualitative methods, with mixed 
methods being less common. The past decade’s outcomes indicate that 
university teachers and students require comprehensive improvement 
in global competence. While individuals may exhibit satisfactory 
global attitudes, they may still lack global knowledge when faced with 

complex problems. Factors influencing student global competence 
include personal characteristics, study abroad experiences, English 
proficiency, cross-cultural online communication, internationalized 
courses, school rankings, and contact with people from 
foreign cultures.

To enhance global competence in higher education, it is crucial to 
consider the positive correlation between global competence and 
student achievement. Appropriate teaching methods, such as 
curriculum intervention plans, can contribute to developing higher-
level global competence. The review also emphasizes the importance 
of developing validation tools that facilitate the timely measurement 
of global competence across different dimensions for university 
teachers and students.

The limitations identified in the reviewed publications primarily 
relate to the data collection methods and sample sizes. Future 
research should address these limitations by conducting longitudinal 
studies and considering larger sample sizes for 
experimental participants.

6 Identified gaps and future research

This systematic review highlights several areas for further research 
and provides valuable insights into global competence in higher 
education. First, it is important to recognize that the definition of 
global competence is still evolving and is predominantly influenced 
by Western perspectives. Therefore, there is a need for more research 
that focuses on defining and measuring global competence in different 
cultural contexts.

Secondly, although the selected articles primarily assessed 
students’ levels of global competence, it is crucial to recognize that 
global competence development does not depend solely on students. 
Teachers have an essential role to play in fostering students’ 
global competence.

Thirdly, while most articles examined perceptions and levels of 
global competence and the factors that influence its acquisition, it is 
equally important to explore how it can be effectively integrated into 
teaching and learning practices.

Finally, it is worth noting that many articles in the review relied 
solely on quantitative or qualitative research methods. While these 
approaches have their merits, using mixed research methods may 
yield more comprehensive results.

This systematic review presents valuable insights into global 
competence in higher education. However, further research is 
needed to define and measure global competence in different 
cultural contexts, recognize the role of teachers in fostering 
students’ global competence, explore effective integration of 
global competence into teaching practices, and consider the use 
of mixed research methods for a more comprehensive 
understanding of the topic.
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Appendix

TABLE A Participants and dimensions of global competence were mentioned in the selected investigations.

Investigation Participants Dimensions mentioned

Butum et al. (2020) Students International competencies, personal competencies, competencies related to career management, 

workplace competencies, theoretical competencies, and practical competencies

Cao and Meng (2020a) Students Global knowledge, global skills, and global attitudes

Cao and Meng (2020b) Students Global knowledge, global skills, and global attitudes

Cao and Meng (2020c) Students Global knowledge, global skills, and global attitudes

Crawford et al. (2020) Students Knowledge, skills, and attitudes

Genau (2013) Students Not mentioned

Han and Zhu (2022) Students Knowledge, skills, and attitudes

Kang et al. (2017) Students Knowledge, skills, and attitudes

Kim (2019) Students Not mentioned

Kjellgren and Keller (2018) Students Not mentioned

Kjellgren and Richter (2021) Teachers and Students Not mentioned

Li (2013) Students knowledge, skills, and attitudes

Liu et al. (2020) Students knowledge, skills, and attitudes

Majewska (2023) Students Not mentioned

Mehta et al. (2021) Students Not mentioned

Meng et al. (2017) Students Knowledge, skills/experience, and attitudes

Ismail et al. (2023) Students knowledge, skills, attitudes, values

Robertson (2021a) Teachers Not mentioned

Robertson (2021b) Teachers and Students Different people hold different dimensions

Sakamoto (2022) Students knowledge, skills, attitudes, and traits

Shuman et al. (2016) Students Not mentioned

Tewari et al. (2021) Teachers Not mentioned

Yu and Duchin (2022) Students Not mentioned

Zheldibayeva (2023) Students knowledge, skills, and attitudes
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