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Abstract
In this study, we address the question of whether and how the internationalization 
of higher education, particularly its study abroad aspect, has contributed to the 
common good. Much of the past discussion on study abroad impact has been largely 
concentrated on outcomes at the personal level. Using qualitative data from the 
Study Abroad for Global Engagement project, this study analyzes how former 
study abroad participants contributed to the global common good at the levels 
of local, glocal, and global communities. The findings show that many chose to 
practice global engagement, such as civic engagement, philanthropic activities, social 
entrepreneurship, and voluntary simplicity, for the common good, as the result of 
study abroad. This article concludes with discussion of implications for research, 
theory, policy, and practice.
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—A former study abroad participant  
in Antarctica (CIEE Study, 2009)

Introduction

In the past several decades, there has been a dramatic increase in the international 
mobility of students and scholars, reflective of the growing importance of the field 
of international education. While this area has many facets, a central element is stu-
dent mobility that has also increased significantly as shown in Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2019) and UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics (UIS, 2020) statistics. Related to this trend, numerous studies have docu-
mented the positive outcomes of study abroad. However, research on study abroad 
impact has been largely limited to outcomes at the personal level, such as improved 
language abilities; intercultural competence; identity, career, and employability; and 
personal development such as confidence, independence, and agency (e.g., Fry 
et al., 2009; Institute of International Education [IIE], 2017; Roy et al., 2019; Varela, 
2017).

This critical limitation in the research on study abroad inspired Paige et al. (2010) 
to think about the broader benefits and value added of study abroad that go beyond 
individual benefits and relate to enhancing the common good. We developed and 
designed the Study Abroad for Global Engagement (SAGE) project to examine rigor-
ously this kind of impact with a national survey in the United States, spanning five 
decades (Paige et al., 2009, 2010).

Inspired by this project, we address directly the question of whether and how higher 
education can make a meaningful difference through internationalization as reflected 
in student mobility. In terms of the current global context, there are four burning 
issues: (a) global warming (Pierre-Louis et al., 2020), (b) growing inequalities and 
disparities (Piketty, 2019/2020), (c) violent conflicts and turbulence, contributing to 
large migration flows, and (d) rising ultranationalism and nativism (Kashani, 2019; 
Pomeroy, 2020). Given these circumstances, our primary research question is as 
follows:

Research Question: How can study abroad contribute to participants’ active 
engagement and agency in support of local and global communities, in addressing 
the global problems and issues just articulated?

It is important to note, however, that we are not arguing that study abroad per se can 
significantly influence the resolution of any of these burning global issues. In this 
study, we address our research question through a qualitative research approach to 
understand the stories behind the numbers and how former study abroad participants 
are often making a difference in support of local and global communities. We are par-
ticularly interested in how study abroad may have enhanced participants’ ability to 
make independent decisions in reframing their agency in rethinking their own future 
life trajectories, but, more importantly, how “to pursue a better future” (Miller, 2017). 
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Interestingly, Otto Scharmer (2018) in rethinking theories of leadership calls for active 
agency to shift from an egocentric to an eco-centric mindset. We also examine this 
issue through our qualitative data.

Literature Review

To address a call for more accountability in higher education, extensive research has 
been undertaken to assess the outcomes of study abroad (Roy et  al., 2019; Varela, 
2017). For example, a meta-synthesis of 72 studies on study abroad impact indicated 
significant positive cognitive, attitudinal, and behavioral changes (Varela, 2017). 
Given space limitations, we can highlight only a few such studies. As previously men-
tioned, most are constrained by looking at the individual benefits of study abroad, 
reflecting a limited human capital perspective. Some look primarily at short-term and 
relatively immediate outcomes, whereas others look at long-term outcomes.

A major study on short-term outcomes is the Georgetown research that focused on 
how study abroad contributes to the development of intercultural sensitivity (Vande 
Berg et al., 2009). In a subsequent study, by Salisbury et al. (2013), they examined 
how study abroad influenced intercultural competence, but found relatively little 
impact. This substantiates the Georgetown study’s finding on the significance of inter-
vention (Vande Berg et al., 2012).

Concerning long-term studies, the studies by International Education of Students 
(IES), a 50-year retrospective longitudinal study involving 17,000 alumni (Dwyer, 
2004; IES, 2016), and IIE (2017) confirmed how study abroad enhances critical 21st-
century skills and career prospects. The IIE (2017) study, based on a survey of more 
than 4,500 alumni of their diverse programs, showed significant gains in 11 of 15 criti-
cal 21st-century skill areas. The top five skills were intercultural capabilities, curiosity, 
flexibility/adaptability, confidence, and self-awareness, as well as significant gains in 
interpersonal and problem-solving skills (IIE, 2017). Moreover, long-term studies 
(Fry et al., 2009; IES, 2016; IIE, 2017; Paige et al., 2009) demonstrated study abroad 
participants’ greater likelihood to pursue graduate studies.

Thereafter, with the SAGE study as a pioneer, there has been a shift toward more 
studies focusing on long-term impact going beyond individuals’ benefits. The studies 
now to be described reflect this new focus.

The major long-term study is the SAGE project, based on a sample of more than 
6,000 former study abroad participants (Paige et  al., 2009, 2010). The quantitative 
findings of the SAGE project indicated that participants tended to attribute their global 
engagement to their study abroad experiences (Paige et al., 2009, 2010). Their voting 
in an election, making purchasing decisions based on the social or political values of a 
company, voluntary simplicity, philanthropic activities, and social entrepreneurship 
for improving education and communities were the most salient behaviors (Paige 
et al., 2010). Based on the SAGE data, Horn and Fry (2013) also showed that location, 
type, and duration of study abroad were significantly related to participants’ engage-
ment in volunteering for international development. In addition, program depth, 
reflecting the intensity of study abroad experiences, demonstrated significant 
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influence in explaining global engagement behaviors (Paige et al., 2010). However, 
our study is the first in which the qualitative data on global engagement from the 
SAGE project have been systematically analyzed. The major weaknesses of the SAGE 
study were its reliance on the self-report of impact, the underrepresentation of diver-
sity in study abroad, and lack of a systematic analysis using control group data. To 
mitigate and address these problems, the following steps were undertaken in the origi-
nal SAGE study: (a) we collected both quantitative and qualitative data to validate 
findings, (b) we purposively sampled African Americans in addition to random sam-
pling, and (c) we extended the time frame for the project by a year to collect the control 
group data quantitatively from the same participating institutions. It should also be 
noted that the typical respondent in the SAGE studied abroad for a semester or longer, 
whereas currently short-term study abroad is more popular.

Inspired by the SAGE project, researchers at the University of Wisconsin did a 
similar study of their study abroad alumni, addressing the limitation of the SAGE 
study by including a comparison group, that is, alumni who did not study abroad 
(Murphy et al., 2014). Based on quantitative data alone, they overall confirmed the 
findings of long-term impact on global engagement, notably in terms of civic engage-
ment, voluntary simplicity, and philanthropy; However, for some domains (e.g., 
knowledge production, social entrepreneurship), study abroad and comparison groups 
did not show significant differences (Murphy et  al., 2014). In addition, Millora’s 
(2011) qualitative study showed how study abroad participants develop civic and 
global engagement. In a recent study on global engagement by Canadian scholars, 
findings on study abroad impact are also consistent with the SAGE study (Sherman 
et al., 2020). Their conclusion states that study abroad can extend “the student’s global 
mindedness into the realm of responsible civic action at both the local and global lev-
els” (p. 17).

Another line of research has documented the study abroad impact on the notion of 
global citizenship. For example, short-term study abroad programs facilitated partici-
pants’ proenvironmental attitudes and behaviors, social justice orientation, and global 
knowledge and awareness (Mason & Their, 2018; Tarrant et al., 2014; Wynveen et al., 
2012). Dolby’s (2008) qualitative inquiry explored global citizenship among U.S. and 
Australian study abroad participants, and their negotiating national or global identi-
ties. Moreover, scholars revealed that global empathy, solidarity, and interconnected-
ness facilitate global engagement and citizenship (Millora, 2011; Sklad et al., 2016). 
Another important study, done from the perspective of political science and interna-
tional relations, examined the impact of study abroad on nationalism (Jones, 2014). 
This research found that study abroad fostered an enlightened form of open, tolerant 
nationalism (Jones, 2014) and reduced minimization type thinking (Bennett, 2017).

Related to the important issue of the impact of study abroad on agency, Byker and 
Putman (2018) found that a program for American preservice teachers in South Africa 
widened participants’ agency as future educators and citizens.

Importantly, however, most of the aforementioned studies employed quantitative 
methods and mainly used samples from only a few institutions. Stebleton et al. (2013), 
in particular, called for future research using qualitative data to provide a deeper 
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understanding of how study abroad influences global engagement. Responsive to this 
recommendation (Stebleton et al., 2013), our study analyzes qualitative data from the 
SAGE project that includes diverse types of higher education institutions. We did 
examine possible other alternative data sets to analyze, such as those of the Michigan 
State study, the impact of study abroad; however, that study, similar to the 2009 CIEE 
study (Fry et al., 2009), focuses on benefits to individuals and their professional devel-
opment (Ingraham & Peterson, 2004). The rationale for the use of the SAGE data, 
despite its being old, is as follows: It used a national sample, including highly diverse 
institutions spanning five decades of study abroad participants with a large sample size 
of more than 6,000 individuals. It also included various types of study abroad. In this 
sense, the SAGE data are still exceptionally rich and valuable. Because this study 
builds on the earlier SAGE project, we use the term “study abroad” rather than the 
more encompassing education abroad. It should be noted that this study is grounded in 
the U.S. context of study abroad.

Conceptual Frameworks

Three major conceptual frameworks guide and inform this study. The first is that of the 
common good (Marginson, 2016; Noble & Ross, 2019). Unfortunately, the distinction 
between common and public goods has often been muddled (Quilligan, 2012). It is 
important to distinguish these two types of collective goods. Public goods are those 
produced by government funding, such as schools, roads, hospitals, and parks. 
Common goods are those that we, as humanity, share, most prominently water and air. 
They know no national boundaries. The concept of common goods was popularized by 
Garrett Hardin (1968) with his classic work “The Tragedy of the Commons” with the 
example of overfishing our seas. In recent years, a valuable literature has emerged, 
discussing the importance of the common good and how it should not be conflated 
with the public good (Cheng & Yang, 2015; Locatelli, 2018; Marginson, 2016, 2018; 
Marginson & Yang, 2020; Szadkowski, 2018; Tian & Liu, 2018; UNESCO, Director 
General, 2015). Marginson and Yang (2020) defined the common good as follows: 
“Here the common good lies in practices that contribute to sociable human agency, 
shared welfare and relations of solidarity, inclusion, tolerance, universal freedoms, equal-
ity, human rights, individual capability on a democratic basis” (p. 41).

Our key research question relates to how study abroad contributes to the common 
good, important impact that goes beyond the individual, the heart of the SAGE study, 
and its findings.

The second conceptual framework is global engagement which comprises four key 
elements, originally developed in the SAGE study (Paige et al., 2010). Table 1 pro-
vides an explanation of each component of global engagement in this study.

All of these key elements of engagement involve increased personal agency in 
working toward improving the common good (Byker & Putman, 2018; Jones, 2014). 
Agency is our third conceptual framework which provides valuable insights into 
understanding how study abroad contributes to global engagement and working for 
the common good. Agency is an important concept in contemporary sociology, but its 
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roots go back centuries to Enlightenment philosophical thinkers such as John Locke, 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant. Then in the 19th century, thinkers such 
as Marx noted how economic and religious structures constrained agency. In today’s 
modern world, there are many external factors that limit and constrain agency, such 
as customs, culture, social and parental pressures, economic conditions, and oppres-
sive governments. There are three genres of agency, namely, individual, proxy, and 
communal (Hewson, 2010). The first and third are most relevant to our current study. 
In addition, Amartya Sen’s influential conception of development as freedom and 
capabilities approach relates directly to agency (Crocker & Robeyns, 2009; Sen, 
1999a, 1999b). Sen emphasizes individuals trying to make a difference in the world 
and being someone who brings about change, a phenomenon clearly demonstrated in 
“our stories behind the numbers” in this study. We share in our findings many exam-
ples of contributions to the common good. Sen also stresses the freedom to partici-
pate in political, economic, and social activities, also directly related to our findings. 
The Brazilian educator Paul Freire (1970) called for taking action for social justice. 
In addition, as individuals become exposed to different paths of life and ways of 
thinking through study abroad, they develop agency in rethinking their life choices. 
Thinking in terms of agency, study abroad can be considered as a potentially liberat-
ing activity (Adams, n.d.).

Method

The original SAGE project used an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, with 
quantitative research followed by qualitative research (Creswell, 2019). The SAGE 
project investigated study abroad alumni’s global engagement, focusing on their actual 
behaviors (Paige et  al., 2009, 2010). In the original SAGE study, in total, 6,391 

Table 1.  Definition of Global Engagement Components.

Global engagement Operationalized definition

Civic engagement Includes behaviors related to the issues of domestic and international 
importance, such as organizing or signing petitions, voting in an 
election, and making a purchasing decision because of the social or 
political values of a company

Voluntary simplicity Indicates “the effort to lead a more modest, simple lifestyle,” such as 
“riding a bike to work, taking a job that pays less but contributes 
more to the common good, or being motivated to use recycled 
products and to practice active recycling” (p. 51)

Social 
entrepreneurship

Is defined as “involvement in creating a new organization (for-profit 
or not-for-profit) which has social objectives as its primary goal” as 
well as “influencing a for-profit organization, from within, to channel 
an increasing portion of its surpluses and/or profits for the good of 
the community” (p. 50)

Philanthropy (both 
time and/or 
money)

Consists of volunteer work and monetary donations in various 
areas, including education, environment, health, poverty, and youth 
organizations

Source. Paige et al. (2010).
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participants who studied abroad between 1960 and 2007 took an online survey. They 
were recruited from more than 20 diverse higher education institutions and two study 
abroad providers in the United States. Questions in the survey asked about participants’ 
behaviors across global engagement components as well as their education and careers.

This study used data from the qualitative research segment of the original SAGE 
study. Individual interviews were conducted to explain and understand with more depth 
the quantitative results. Among those who volunteered for interviews in the original 
study, 125 were randomly selected, in addition to sampling purposively 10 African 
Americans who were underrepresented in the initial sample. A total of 53 interviews 
were completed by phone, after pilot interviews including individuals who did not par-
ticipate in the survey. Interview questions asked about previous international exposure, 
motivation, overall study abroad experiences, structure of study abroad programs, and 
study abroad impact, particularly on their global engagement. In each interview, the 
research team probed participants’ survey responses related to their global engagement.

The interview sample included 40 females and 13 males, and by race/ethnicity, 46 
Whites, six African Americans, and two Asian Americans. By institutional type, 24 
attended liberal arts colleges, 14 had studied at master’s or doctorate-granting institu-
tions, and 15 studied abroad through study abroad providers. Related to time period, 
25 studied abroad in the 2000s, 15 in the 1990s, seven in the 1980s, four in the 1970s, 
and two in the 1960s. By study abroad destination, 30 studied in Europe, four in Latin 
America, two in Asia, three in Africa, and one in Australia. In addition, 13 studied 
abroad in multiple countries, but not exclusively in one continent. By duration, 26 
stayed for less than 6 months, 22 for 6 to 11 months, and five for more than 1 year.

For data analysis, an NVivo program was used to facilitate collaboration among 
researchers and the management of research data. First, three researchers who con-
ducted interviews performed structural coding based on interview questions individu-
ally using NVivo (Guest et al., 2012; Saldaña, 2013). Their results were merged into 
one NVivo file. Second, a lead coder elaborated and refined the codes on global 
engagement, focusing on participants’ actual behaviors in relation to their prior study 
abroad experiences. Through revising codes along with reading the whole transcripts 
of interviews numerous times, the initial list of codes was organized into four key 
components of global engagement. These components were identified in this study, 
not from the original SAGE study. Third, pattern coding was conducted applying the 
global common good framework (Miles et al., 2019). At this stage, global engagement 
components were restructured in their relation to the global common good at the local, 
glocal, and global community levels. In the description of findings, all participants are 
given pseudonyms.

Findings

Engagement for the Global Common Good at the Local Community 
Level: Practicing Philanthropy and Social Entrepreneurship

Significantly, just because they studied abroad, it did not mean that participants’ mean-
ingful subsequent experiences after return were only internationally oriented. 
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Interviewees mentioned that they were actively involved in working for the global 
common good at the local level through various dimensions of global engagement. 
Philanthropic activities and social entrepreneurship were the most salient among them. 
For example, participants volunteered and donated to assist disadvantaged groups and 
schools in their local areas. Participants’ direct experiences and observations during 
study abroad motivated them to help and contribute to their local communities. Tina, 
for instance, explained that her volunteer work for refugee settlement came from 
developing respect for other cultures and sensitivity to others’ needs during her study 
abroad. Henry experienced the sense of a larger family and community from studying 
abroad, in contrast to individualism in the United States. He learned “the sense of help-
ing other people” in those cultures, recognizing a broader sense of the world and a 
need to make it better:

I joined a group that helped junior high aged students who were less privileged than most, 
and helped them get into quality private high schools. . . So, studying abroad has helped 
in kind of having your eyes opened, if you will, that there is more to the world than there 
is, and you should probably go out and help some people. It’s an over-used cliché, not a 
sad one, but you’re going to try and make the world a better place. (Henry)

Similarly, James realized his relatively advantaged position in the United States 
from studying in Europe and Africa. Accordingly, he felt capable of sharing and help-
ing others through volunteering, stating, “I can share more of myself with the world 
and I have the time and the ability to do that.” He explained that “for having seen Spain 
and having seen [Africa], I realized how wealthy and lucky I am to be here in the 
United States.” He explained that without study abroad experiences, he would have 
compared himself with billionaires in New York where he lives. Instead, he was ener-
getically involved in promoting the common good at the local level by providing 
group homes and helping adjudicated or troubled youth, the homeless, and those with 
mental illness.

In relation to social entrepreneurship, several participants started a socially respon-
sible group in a local community. For example, Ellie set up a group to raise funds for 
diabetic patients by running a 1-day sports tournament yearly. She attributed her activ-
ity to her study abroad experiences from “recognizing that you’re part of a global 
world and not just the U.S.”

Engagement for the Global Common Good at the Glocal Community 
Level: Practicing Voluntary Simplicity

Participants’ global engagement, related to the common good for local and global 
communities through practicing voluntary simplicity, is the most prominent finding in 
this study. As the result of study abroad, many individuals became aware of alterna-
tive, less materialistic ways of life and became open to rethinking the meaning of life 
and their ways of living. This is reflected in the opening quotation of our study where 
a former study abroad participant states that she rides her bike to save penguins (Fry 
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et al., 2009). Individual participants realized how their local actions and behaviors can 
have significant global implications. They explained that they gained an awareness of 
international connectedness environmentally, socially, politically, and economically or 
had it reinforced from study abroad. Their observations and experiences of other coun-
tries and how people live there led them to practice voluntary simplicity for the global 
common good of local and global communities. They were engaged in sustainable 
behaviors such as recycling, use of public transportation and locally grown food, and 
also maintaining simpler lifestyles in their consumption, housing, and jobs. These 
actions were both locally and globally (glocally) oriented. The following quotation 
illustrates this kind of behavioral change in practicing voluntary simplicity:

Then you come back to the United States and you’re like, “oh my gosh, we are so wasteful 
and we don’t even know it, and why do I need a washer and dryer this size, and I can’t 
even get one smaller than that. Why do I need this big Sport Utility Vehicle while I’m 
driving in the city?” . . . You know so I definitely try to live a more modest simple 
lifestyle. My response saying that study abroad somewhat affected that. . . . My faith in 
combination with having been exposed to other cultures, having been outside of this 
country long enough to see, oh there’s more than one way of doing things. (Clara)

Regarding recycling and purchasing decisions, Noah explained how he learned 
from study abroad in Europe that his local activities in the United States can have an 
impact on the global environment. He picked up the habits of recycling and making 
environmentally conscious purchases, such as “not to buy something with a large 
amount of plastics,” and initiated a recycling program in his community. He added that 
his local action of polluting air by driving a car can have a ripple effect from his city 
in the Midwestern part of the United States to down in Mexico, and it is why he sup-
ports organizations at the global level. Similarly, Ruth, in the following quotation, 
stresses that her understanding of global interconnectedness was influenced by study 
abroad with the sense of responsibility, leading to the behaviors to support a sustain-
able environment:

I am more aware of the idea that we’re all connected. That environmentally, socially, and 
politically as well but certainly environmentally, that the earth is all connected. So, what 
happens in California, my little corner of the world, can actually affect people in these 
countries that I visited, and that what they do can affect me. I need to take responsibility 
for what I’m doing to the environment and to the world around me. (Ruth)

Furthermore, having observed those struggling with poverty and environmental 
degradation, participants decided to recycle, have more simple possessions, and make 
donations for the global common good. For instance, Joy explained that her ship-
board study abroad program visiting multiple countries led her family to spend mini-
mally for house or food, despite their high level of income. Instead, they saved money 
to donate internationally through an organization that they carefully chose. She 
expressed her satisfaction with being able to do little things for other people. Similarly, 
those who are lawyers commonly mentioned that they made nonpecuniary career 
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choices for public interest or local impact, a decision influenced by their study abroad 
experiences (Jon et al., 2020).

Engagement for the Global Common Good at the Global Community 
Level: Practicing Civic Engagement and Philanthropy

Participants’ global engagement for the common good could also target direct impact 
at the global level. Participants were motivated to do so from enhanced awareness dur-
ing study abroad that their behaviors can have global impact. Such behaviors centered 
around civic engagement and philanthropic activities.

In relation to civic engagement, when participants made a political decision in the 
United States, its impact on the international community became a priority. For voting 
in an election, they considered its global repercussions and emphasized the importance 
of foreign policy in choosing a candidate. Particularly, they became highly cognizant 
of how people outside the United States view U.S. politics and how much keen interest 
international communities have about U.S. politics.

Participants also donated to organizations for international community and envi-
ronment, and joined local groups to volunteer for international impact or volunteered 
abroad directly. Some made donations to countries they studied abroad in or broader 
regions for natural disaster or nature conservation. William, for example, stated that 
his active involvement in a civic group, the Rotary International Program, is “not only 
to make our local community a better place but other places as well.” He also coordi-
nated disaster relief to Asia. Helen who studied abroad in Europe devoted her attention 
to international issues and was sponsoring people in other countries:

I’m very interested in following closely what’s going on Zimbabwe right now. I have 
supported a Zimbabwean for a long time by donating money and time to that. I also 
sponsor a woman in the Congo through an organization called Women to Women 
International. Without traveling abroad, I don’t think I would be nearly as interested or 
feel as invested in the outcomes of international issues as I do now because before I did 
travel abroad, I was much more focused on the American issues. (Helen)

Or Joy shared that she preferred volunteering abroad for direct impact. It came 
from global empathy, which she called “compassion that really woke up when I went 
on global semester,” an example of what has been termed as the cosmopolitan ethic 
(Appiah, 2006). Significantly, participants highlighted their sense of global empathy 
and interconnectedness as an integral part of their global engagement actions for inter-
national impact. Having exposure to a variety of issues and challenges in other coun-
tries through study abroad made them interested in and sensitive to issues such as 
human rights, health, and environment.

Moreover, reflecting social entrepreneurship, participants started a socially respon-
sible group or worked for their organizations to be socially responsible at the global 
level. Luna recommended that her company, a for-profit company on investment 
research, and its employees support financially a project of the UN environmental 
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program. She explained that her learning the importance of being a good citizen from 
study abroad helped her efforts to make “policies and actions for the company as a 
whole reflect the responsible approach.” Another participant helped to establish an 
organization that supports translating modern literature from different countries in 
English for readers in the United States. She also helped setting up a program for refu-
gee writers in the United States.

In summary, the findings showed that the majority of participants practiced global 
engagement behaviors for the global common good of local and global communities. 
Through this process, they developed individual agency (Hewson, 2010) and made 
their own choices to act in terms of voluntary simplicity, civic engagement, and phil-
anthropic activities, going beyond the U.S. consumeristic culture and narrow domestic 
politics. Or they practiced global engagement through communal agency (Hewson, 
2010) by creating or participating in socially responsible organizations. They all 
behaved based on their enhanced free will and capabilities (Sen, 1999a, 1999b). Such 
actions were influenced by their study abroad experiences. Impressively, some partici-
pants also hoped to continue their commitment to the global common good in the 
future through international volunteer work. For example, some had already done that 
through joining the Peace Corps.

Discussion

With the growing intensity of internationalization in higher education over the past 
several decades, we arrived at the point of asking whether and how internationaliza-
tion has made “a meaningful contribution” to society as one of the core values for 
internationalization (de Wit et  al., 2015, p. 29). Accordingly, in response to the 
Journal of Studies in International Education’s call for this special issue, our study 
addresses the key question of whether and how higher education can make a mean-
ingful difference through internationalization, as reflected in the agency fostered by 
student mobility. Thus, we asked how study abroad could contribute to participants’ 
engagement and agency working for the global common good. The findings showed 
that study abroad participants demonstrated the behavioral changes or reinforcement 
for global engagement (civic engagement, voluntary simplicity, social entrepreneur-
ship, and philanthropy) for the common good at the levels of local, glocal, and global 
communities.

As previously noted, we are currently facing critical issues of global warming, 
growing inequalities, violent conflicts and turbulence, and rising ultranationalism 
(Jones, 2014; Kashani, 2019; Pierre-Louis et al., 2020; Piketty, 2019/2020; Pomeroy, 
2020). The findings in this study suggest that many former study abroad participants 
take actions to address these issues based on their study abroad experiences through 
global engagement for the global common good. For example, participants practiced 
voluntary simplicity by engaging in recycling and more modest lifestyles. As past 
studies similarly highlighted the development of proenvironmental attitudes and 
behaviors as study abroad outcomes (Tarrant et al., 2014; Wynveen et al., 2012), they 
can help to combat global warming.
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In addition, participants’ philanthropic activities at local and global levels can be 
considered as endeavors to decrease inequalities and improve the quality of life in glo-
cal communities, directly by volunteering and indirectly by donating. The examples of 
supporting refugees in local or national communities, disadvantaged youth in local 
communities, and deprived individuals in international communities are included in 
these actions.

Besides, as U.S. college students studying abroad, participants experienced the 
heightened awareness of being from the United States and international attention to 
increasingly polarized politics in the United States. It spurred their domestic civic 
engagement after their return, with international impact. This substantiates Dolby’s 
(2004) remark that participants’ negotiation of national identity from study abroad can 
contribute to promoting the public good and understanding of the United States in 
terms of openness and inclusiveness rather than closure and rigidity.

These findings as a whole respond directly to the key question of this special 
issue that study abroad participants do contribute to society in a meaningful way, 
by recycling, making donation, volunteering, and engaging in civic activities and 
socially responsible organizations in support of local, glocal, and global communi-
ties. The findings in this study have crucial implications, given the current wave 
of ultranationalism, anti-immigration, and protectionsim in both the United States 
and beyond (Löfflmann, 2019). These trends have been exacerbated further with 
the current global COVID-19 shock. The recent phenomena are aggravating local 
and global inequalities even more (Akiwumi & Valensisi, 2020). These circum-
stances call for a need to strive for global solidarity in the post-COVID-19 world 
(Harari, 2020). Significantly, participants in this study underscored that their 
awareness of global interconnectedness and increase in global empathy from direct 
experiences and observation of others’ living and their cultures during study 
abroad prompted their engagement in support of local and global communities. In 
other words, study abroad participation can help to prepare educators and students 
with a cosmopolitan ethic for responding to ethical and pedagogical challenges 
that we are facing in an era of accelerating global interconnectivity (Appiah, 2006; 
Rizvi, 2019).

Conclusions and Implications

Implications for Future Research

As suggested by Stebleton et al. (2013), more qualitative research, as shared in this 
article, is needed to identify the study abroad program designs for the most impactful 
learning on the development of global citizenship and long-term global engagement. 
The unique contribution of qualitative research is that it has allowed us to develop a 
deeper understanding of and insight into both the nuances of study abroad program 
design and related engagement outcomes. Such rigorous qualitative studies can con-
tribute to greater accountability in higher education and also excellence in study 
abroad.
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Implications for Theory

The use of the common goods framework demonstrates the primary rationale for the 
original SAGE study, examining how benefits from study abroad go beyond the indi-
vidual participant. The important distinction between common and public goods is 
also important in understanding our findings. Our study abroad participants were on 
programs developed by both public and private providers. The concept of the common 
good emphasized by UNESCO and other scholars (Cheng & Yang, 2015; Locatelli, 
2018; Marginson, 2016, 2018; Marginson & Yang, 2020; Szadkowski, 2018; Tian & 
Liu, 2018) provide a valuable theoretical foundation for this study. A key element of 
the global common good is promoting “learners to be global citizens who are equipped 
with global perspectives and responsibility” (Tian & Liu, 2018, p. 627). Our findings 
confirm that study abroad clearly contributed successfully to that end and illustrate 
well Sen’s emphasis on making a difference in the world and fostering change and 
Freire’s call for fighting for social justice.

Implications for Policy

It is important to stress that it would be naïve to think that study abroad per se could 
contribute significantly to the resolution of global issues such as global warming and 
inequality. These global issues identified, however, are important context for reflect-
ing on how individuals can make a difference as global citizens developing agency to 
work for the common good. Our study has a primary policy implication in this regard. 
Because of the many positive benefits for the common good identified, study abroad 
deserves strong support both at the local and national levels (Senator Paul Simon 
Study Abroad Foundation). A second rationale for such support relates to the persist-
ing social class bias in study abroad (Comp, 2008; Gozik & Hamir, 2018). Greater 
scholarship support is essential to ensure that more students of diverse backgrounds 
can enjoy the benefits of study abroad identified in this and related research.

Implications for Practice

The current pause in study abroad, because of the COVID-19 crisis, provides a spe-
cial opportunity to develop a new architecture for study abroad and develop a new 
paradigm to ensure that study abroad is more intelligent, inclusive, and impactful. In 
the SAGE project, the depth of study abroad programs had significant influence on 
engagement outcomes (Paige et al., 2010). The essence of defining program depth is 
the creative organization of challenging activities that involve active mentoring, 
intensive engagement with local communities, and program design to generate high-
impact learning (Kuh et al., 2013), which can then lead to the kinds of global engage-
ment identified in this study. As many students, certainly the majority, will not have 
the opportunity to study abroad, it is imperative to think creatively about how to 
provide nonmobile students with similar kinds of challenging and broadening experi-
ences through Internationalization at Home (IaH). With many nations now having 
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increasingly prominent diverse cultural diasporas, engaging students with these 
important communities can well be part of the new architecture to enhance both 
inclusion and impact.

Although this article focuses on the outcomes of study abroad, the extensive inter-
views did provide some insight into what made such programs different. They, in 
particular, avoided the common “cultural tourism syndrome” associated with much 
superficial study abroad lacking rigor, quality, and challenge (Woolf, 2007). Students 
encountered, observed, and experienced new ways of thinking and living while abroad, 
and were inspired to find ways to make a difference in the world. As program design 
was not a major aspect our study, future research is needed to discover what kind of 
programs are most likely to result in the positive engagement outcomes we have 
identified.

Final Reflections

This study has documented empirically how study abroad has influenced global 
engagement to work for the global common good in multifaceted ways. Therefore, our 
findings address the theme of this special issue, “reimagining internationalization for 
society,” by providing strong empirical support for how internationalization can serve 
and improve society in multiple ways. For many former participants, it has enhanced 
their agency and transformed their ways of living and looking at life. Through study 
abroad, they have experienced the opportunity to rethink their life paths and goals. 
Even more importantly, with respect to the theme of this special issue, they have 
become more actively engaged with the larger society by reframing human agency to 
“pursue a better future” (Miller, 2017). To conclude, study abroad has inspired indi-
viduals to make a difference in the world fighting for greater social justice and sustain-
able development, and to become active global citizens working for greater harmony 
and peace in our turbulent world.
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