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Background: The internationalization of universities is crucial for scientific advancement 
and global competitiveness. Since 2010, several Iranian universities have introduced the 
health in disasters and emergencies academic program, which offers substantial potential 
for international collaboration in education and research. This study sought to identify key 
strategies and interventions to prioritize for advancing the program’s internationalization 
within the Iranian context. 

Materials and Methods: This qualitative research employed a conventional content analysis 
approach. A total of 18 participants were strategically selected through purposive sampling. Data 
were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, ensuring rich and comprehensive 
insights. The data analysis was rigorously conducted using the inductive approach established 
by Graneheim and Lundman. 

Results: A total of six main categories and 15 subcategories were identified from the data. The 
interventions and strategies for internationalizing the academic field of health in disasters and 
emergencies include political strategies, organizational strategies, human resource strategies, 
economic strategies, infrastructure development and improvement, and interactions related to 
Iran’s high-risk profile.

Conclusion: The academic program on health in disasters and emergencies can play specific 
and important roles in improving the functions of disaster health management at national and 
international levels. Establishing the educational and research facilities in the highly disaster-
prone regions in Iran for the international collaboration, as well as developing joint research 
and training programs, is highly recommended.
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Introduction 

igher education is considered a key factor 
in sustainable development and can play 
a strategic role in the advancement and 
promotion of countries [1]. Currently, due 
to the importance of globalization, the ex-

pansion of communication and information technology 
has led to the elimination of geographical boundaries 
among academic societies, researchers, and scholars [2]. 
Hence, the universities and academic centers compete 
for improving their progress and performance at both 
regional and international levels [3]. 

Universities are committed to implementing important 
reforms and modifications to address the economic and 
geopolitical requirements of internationalization [4]. As 
a result, the internationalization of academic programs 
is growing, especially in developing countries [5]. The 
internationalization of academic programs/fields is de-
fined as the process of integrating international, inter-
cultural, and global dimensions into the educational and 
research goals and functions of a university [6]. This 
strategy plays an important role in empowering govern-
ments to engage effectively with globalization and to 
achieve progress in economic, political, cultural, social, 
and scientific fields [7, 8]. 

Several factors contribute to the internationalization of 
the academic field, including qualified human resources, 
socio-cultural and political interactions, knowledge pro-
duction, and the necessity of addressing both national 
and international needs [3, 9]. In other words, universities 
must engage in this process to gain international recogni-
tion [4]. As a result, various studies have documented 
the experiences of academic institutions and universities 
regarding the internationalization of their education and 
research programs [10]. For instance, the University of 
Melbourne in Australia initiated a project called “Travel-
ing to Other Cultures” to encourage student participation 
in international exchange programs [11]. Additionally, 
Malaysia and Singapore have embraced the concepts of 
privatization and market orientation to foster an inter-
national environment for higher education [12]. In New 
Zealand, increasing demands for accepting international 
students have led to greater quotas being allocated to 
universities [13]. 

It should be noted that about 50% of international stu-
dents study in four English-speaking countries: United 
States of America, United Kingdom, Australia, and Can-
ada [14]. Other countries, such as France, Germany, Chi-
na, and Russia, are also the hosts of about 30% of inter-

national students [15]. In Iran, the internationalization of 
universities and academic centers has been considered a 
mission for universities in accordance with the National 
Policy Statement over the past decade [16, 17]. For ex-
ample, a program for developing International Medical 
Education was planned by the Ministry of Health [18].  
The internationalization of medical and health sciences 
in Iran, leveraging the strong potential of its universities, 
has significantly boosted foreign student enrollment. 
Nevertheless, the process requires further refinement to 
fully achieve its objectives [19]. 

 As one of the world’s most disaster-prone nations, Iran 
prioritized improving disaster response following the 
2003 Bam earthquake. Recognizing the need for skilled 
professionals and research-based insights, the country 
launched a postgraduate program in health in disasters 
and emergencies in 2011 [20]. 

The academic program in health in disasters and emer-
gencies in Iran leverages regional and international op-
portunities in research and education, thereby enhancing 
its potential for global collaboration. By offering train-
ing based on Iranian scholars’ expertise and engaging in 
joint research and field surveys with regional and inter-
national peers, these university departments can further 
advance internationalization. This study seeks to iden-
tify strategies globalizing this academic program and 
proposes actionable steps for integrating these strategies 
into future policies at the local and national levels. 

Materials and Methods

Study design

The current qualitative study employed conventional 
content analysis to extract codes, subcategories, and cat-
egories and identify internationalization interventions 
for the health in disasters and emergencies program. 
Accordingly, it provided a detailed and comprehensive 
description and interpretation of the research topic. This 
study was conducted between April and June 2024.

Participants 

Participants were selected using a purposeful sampling 
method, in which the researcher selects the most knowl-
edgeable individuals who have sufficient ability to an-
swer the research questions [21]. The inclusion criteria 
were international experience in the academic and public 
education, research, and management fields of health in 
disasters and emergencies, as well as expertise in vari-
ous dimensions of health in disasters and emergencies, 
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disaster public health and epidemiology, disaster sociol-
ogy, health policy, and crisis management. Furthermore, 
international participants were selected based on their in-
ternational experiences in the academic, education, and 
research fields of health in disasters and emergencies in 
their respective countries. The number of participants 
was determined based on the principle of saturation, 
which means that no new data emerged from subsequent 
interviews. Ultimately, a total of 18 participants were in-
terviewed for data collection.  

Data collection 

Data were collected using semi-structured in-depth 
interviews with the participants. At first, three in-depth 
unstructured interviews were conducted to determine 
the basic concept of our research topic. Each interview 
was analyzed immediately, and the retrieved information 
became a guide for further data collection (iteration pro-
cess). Accordingly, 15 semi-structured interviews were 
performed using the interview guide. In developing the 
interview guide, the prerequisites for conducting a semi-
structured interview, knowledge of previous studies, 
preparation of the initial guide, pilot testing, and final-
ization of the semi-structured questions were considered 
[22]. The interviews began with a main, straightforward 
question, followed by probing questions to obtain details 
about the research topic. For instance, participants were 
asked, “based on your experiences, which measures can 
be effective for the internationalization of the health in 
disasters and emergencies departments at universities 
in Iran?” or “What is your perception of the barriers to 
internationalizing the health in disasters and emergen-
cies education program in Iran? The interviews contin-
ued until data saturation was reached, and all interviews 
lasted between 30 and 50 minutes. 

Data analysis

Data collection and analysis were conducted simul-
taneously. Data were analyzed using an inductive ap-
proach proposed by Graneheim and Lundman [23]. 
Each interview was initially transcribed verbatim using 
Microsoft Word. The transcripts were then carefully 
examined multiple times to identify statements that re-
vealed the participants’ experiences, which were tagged 
as meaning units within the text. These meaning units 
were subsequently condensed and abstracted into codes. 
In the next step, these codes were grouped into subcat-
egories based on shared characteristics, relationships, or 
distinctions. Finally, overarching categories were estab-
lished by further sorting the subcategories. This iterative 
five-step process was applied to every interview until the 

main categories were finalized. The first author was re-
sponsible for completing the first three steps, while the 
final two steps involved collaboration among all authors. 
Although participants did not review the original inter-
view transcripts or analysis directly, the researcher in-
corporated their notes and feedback into the process after 
each interview. When differences of opinion regarding 
codes or categories arose between two researchers, the 
other authors were consulted to reach a consensus.

Trustworthiness 

Data trustworthiness was established by the four cri-
teria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability [24]. To ensure credibility, triangulation, 
peer checking, and member checking were performed. 
For peer checking, the interview codes and categoriza-
tion were reviewed by an expert in qualitative research 
and education.  For member checking, the primary re-
searchers asked participants about possible misunder-
standings during the interviews. Dependability was con-
firmed by providing a detailed explanation of the study 
process to ensure that the study could be repeated. To 
guarantee confirmability and dependability, an audit trail 
was established by maintaining copies of all Persian-
language transcripts, field notes, and relevant supporting 
documents. Transferability was ensured through detailed 
contextual information about the subject, participants, 
data collection, and data analysis as a research map [25]. 
Additionally, transferability was enhanced by providing 
detailed descriptions of the participants’ experiences us-
ing verbatim interview quotes. 

To minimize researcher reflexivity, questions were 
posed at all stages of the study, including the research 
question, data collection, data analysis, and drawing of 
conclusion [26, 27]. The research team discussed how 
personal experiences and perspectives influenced the 
interviews and the interpretation of the results. Further-
more, the first and second authors practiced reflexivity, 
including informal self-reflective processes, to consider 
how their insights might influence the development of 
an unbiased interview guide. They also engaged in re-
flexive discussions with a peer to identify and confront 
assumptions during the data collection and analysis pro-
cesses. Any discrepancies were resolved by a peer who 
was not directly involved in the research. 

Results 

The mean age and work experience of the participants 
were 50.7±7.1 and 22.2±7.5, respectively. The largest 
proportion of interviewees belonged to the 50–60 age 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of participants

No. (%)Subject

7(38.9)
9(50)

2(11.1)

30-50
50-60
60-70

Age (y)

14(77.77)
4(22.22)

Male
Female 

Gender

1(5.55)
17(94.45)

Masters’ degree
Ph.D

Education

8(44.44)
3(16.66)
5(27.77)
2(11.1)

Professor
Associate professor
Assistant professor
Expert/researcher 

Academic position

15(83.34)
3(16.66)

Iran
Other countries 

Nationality

18(100)Total

group (50%). Additionally, 14 participants were men, 
and the remaining 4 were women with high academic 
qualifications. Further demographic characteristics of 
the participants are presented in Table 1. 

The main interventions or factors important for the 
internationalization of the health in disasters and emer-
gencies program were classified into 6 categories and 15 
subcategories. 

 The categories included political interventions (politi-
cal interactions at the international level, development 
strategies at the national level, and interventions at the 
Ministry of Health level); organizational interventions 
(support from the international Vice-Chancellor in uni-
versities and establishing the internationalization struc-
ture and processes in universities); human resources in-
terventions (empowering faculty members, employees, 
and students); economic interventions (financial and 
economic support and investment); infrastructure devel-
opment and improvement (educational infrastructure, 
information technology infrastructure, welfare infra-
structure, and socio-cultural infrastructure); and interac-
tions related to Iran’s risk profile (frequent experiences 
of disasters and recurrent experiences of destruction) 
(Table 2). 

Political interventions

One of the most important strategies that can signifi-
cantly contribute to the internationalization of health in 
disasters programs is political interventions, which may 

also be applicable to other health science disciplines. 
The political interventions category includes three sub-
categories: political interactions at the international 
level, development strategies at the national level, and 
interventions at the Ministry of Health level. 

Political interactions at the international level

According to the participants’ experiences, strength-
ening scientific diplomacy and reducing political isola-
tion play an important role in the internationalization of 
health in disasters and emergencies program by increas-
ing political interactions at regional and international 
levels. In particular, neighboring countries that are high-
ly disaster-prone can benefit from appropriate scientific 
interactions through political negotiations. 

“Active diplomacy in the field of disasters is very im-
portant. There are various challenges to international 
cooperation with countries around the world, such as 
political-security issues, sharing resources, researchers’ 
visits, etc” (P. 7). 

Development strategies at the national level

Based on the data, developing and formulating long-
term strategies for the health in disasters and emergencies 
program are crucial. Therefore, including the interna-
tionalization into policy briefs and political documents, 
as well as addressing legal barriers, can help improve the 
internationalization of the health in disasters and emer-
gencies program at universities. One participant stated: 
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Table 2. The extracted codes, sub-categories and categories 

Categories Subcategories Selected Codes

Political 
interventions

Political interactions at 
the international level

Interaction with high-risk neighboring countries; reducing political isolation; strengthening 
scientific diplomacy; strengthening the country’s security; increasing security and peace in 
the country; reducing /removing financial sanctions; utilizing the capacity of embassies; and 
utilizing cultural counselors in different societies. 

Development strategies 
at the national level

Formulating a long-term strategy for developing the program; adding the issue of 
internationalization in policy-making; and alleviating the restrictive laws.

Interventions at the 
Ministry of Health level

Policymaking at the Ministry of Health, policymaking for international scientific interactions; 
providing health services during disasters at the regional level; providing health services 
in disasters at the international level; removing academic barriers; utilizing the capacity of 
professors with international networks; cooperating with international students; interacting 
with the Red Crescent; monitoring the scientific authority at the regional level; and pursuing 
scientific authority at the global level. 

Organizational 
interventions

Support from 
the international 

Vice-Chancellor in 
universities

Interacting with relevant educational departments in the region; communicating to relevant 
educational departments around the world; interacting with relevant research centers around 
the world; financial support for health in disasters departments; introducing Iran’s efforts for 
disaster management; and introducing the capacity of higher education programs in disaster 
management. 

Establishing the 
internationalization 

structure and processes 
in universities

Employing professors with advanced English skills; employing highly knowledgeable professors; 
allocating a budget for the internationalization of the program, facilitating educational 
processes for internationalization; facilitating research processes for internationalization; 
improving the international ranking of universities; clarifying the registration process for 
international applicants; and reducing university bureaucracy for applicants. 

Human resources 
interventions

Empowering faculty 
members

Providing visiting professorship programs; providing research grants for professors who are 
active at the international level; accepting foreign visiting professors; developing programs for 
exchanging professors between Iran and other countries; strengthening professors’ English 
skills; strengthening networking skills at the international level; strengthening professional 
communication skills on relevant virtual networks; encouraging professors to attend 
international conferences; and strengthening English-language teaching skills. .

Empowering employees Holding training sessions; holding English classes; strengthening communication skills with 
foreign students; holding regular briefing sessions; and encouraging committed experts. 

Empowering students

Providing study opportunities for students; holding classes in English; establishing an English-
language platform for students; holding joint scientific events with international students; 
encouraging students to obtain international grants; and providing scholarships for outstanding 
students.

Economic 
interventions

Financial/economic 
support and investment

Providing financial support for faculty members for internationalization; providing financial 
support for health in disasters departments for internationalization; providing financial support 
for related research centers for internationalization activities; and providing financial assistance 
for participation in international scientific events.
Allocating a budget to introduce the program to regional universities; allocating a budget 
to introduce the program globally; introducing the field to representatives of international 
academic centers; investing in advertising and marketing; launching specialized websites in 
English; and allocating an incentive budget to active departments and universities.

Development 
and 

improvement of 
infrastructure

Educational 
infrastructure

Strengthening joint research networks; launching an international database; launching peer-
reviewed international journals; facilitating joint research projects; internationalizing the 
research proposal registration system; providing special grants for internationalization; and 
strengthening research cooperation with the United Nations. 
Holding joint educational events; offering joint classes with foreign professors; launching short-
term courses; launching summer/winter schools; updating teaching and learning mechanisms; 
providing the necessary educational equipment; offering joint educational courses with the 
Red Cross; and providing skills-based training.

Information technology 
infrastructure

Strengthening distance-learning platforms; strengthening the English-language websites 
of departments; improving Internet speed; removing restrictions on access to international 
databases; launching educational simulators; using artificial intelligence; and strengthening 
virtual platforms for internationalization.

Welfare structure
Providing student dormitories; providing high-quality meals; providing transportation facilities; 
using bilingual guidance signs; providing accommodation for international visiting professors; 
and providing welfare facilities for international researchers.

Socio-cultural 
infrastructure

Considering the cultures of international partners; considering cultural factors in the use of 
health facilities; considering Iran’s cultural factors in international cooperation; considering 
social norms and standards; promoting sociocultural interactions with related countries; and 
removing the filtering of social networks.

Interactions 
related to Iran’s 

risk profile

Frequent experience of 
disasters

The frequent occurrence of natural hazards; the frequent occurrence of technological disasters; 
frequent experiences of catastrophes; and the occurrence of mass-casualty events.

Recurrent experiences 
of destructions

The opportunity to observe actual disaster sites; benefiting from lessons learned; sharing field 
experiences internationally; introducing high-risk areas for international partnerships; and 
providing opportunities to improve the practical skills of health in disasters experts.
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“The discussion of internationalization of this program 
should not be limited to universities in Tehran. Areas that 
are most exposed to environmental and climate threats 
should be considered focal points, and teaching and 
learning should be flexible” (P. 2).

Interventions at the ministry of health level

International scientific interactions conducted through 
the Ministry of Health can support the internationaliza-
tion of this academic program. Furthermore, provid-
ing health services during disasters at the regional and 
international levels, as well as utilizing the capacity of 
professors by reducing academic barriers, can be useful 
measures for internationalizing the health in disasters 
and emergencies program.

“In order to establish scientific authority in this pro-
gram, the disaster health program must be offered at the 
postgraduate level, and we must demonstrate our capa-
bilities to the world and our neighbors. This requires an 
up-to-date educational program, effective media, quali-
fied faculty members, and high-quality educational en-
vironments...” (P. 6).

Organizational interventions

Organizational interventions at the university level can 
facilitate the internationalization of health in disasters 
and emergencies programs. This category includes two 
subcategories: Support from university international 
vice chancellors and the establishment of international-
ization structures and processes at universities. 

Support from university international vice chan-
cellors

Any international office at a university that offers health 
in disasters and emergencies departments or specialties 
can facilitate the internationalization of these academic 
programs through supportive strategies. Communication 
with relevant international organizations, such as the 
Red Cross, the World Health Organization (WHO), and 
United Nations Agencies (OCHA, UNFPA), to establish 
formal cooperation with specialists and health in disas-
ters and emergencies departments can support interna-
tionalization initiatives.  

“Initial interactions with well-known universities in the 
world should be followed. We should have good infor-
mation, communication, and advertising to achieve rec-
ognition so that academic departments and stakeholders 
become familiar with us” (P. 14).

Establishing internationalization structures and 
processes at universities

Based on the participants’ experiences, strengthening 
related structures and processes at universities can also 
play a significant role in the internationalization of the 
health in disasters and emergencies program. For ex-
ample, employing knowledgeable professors who can 
teach in English, allocating resources for the internation-
alization of this academic program, and facilitating the 
research and academic process for internationalization 
should to be considered and included in the strategic 
plans of the university.

 The internationalization process has been prioritized at 
universities, but perhaps it has not happened in the right 
process and structure. The program must have a prob-
lem-solving approach, and educational programs must 
be skill-based and compatible with modern educational 
technologies” (P. 5).

Human resources interventions

Human resources are considered one of the most im-
portant factors for the internationalization of the health 
in disasters and emergencies program. The subcategories 
include empowering faculty members, empowering em-
ployees, and empowering students. 

Empowering faculty members

Faculty members, who are responsible for education 
and research in health in disasters and emergencies de-
partments, need to acquire the necessary capabilities to 
improve the internationalization of this academic pro-
gram. Accordingly, providing health in disasters and 
emergencies professors with the resources and facilities 
needed to update their knowledge and skills and expand 
their international interactions and networks with inter-
national universities and academic centers is essential. 
Strengthening English-language skills for teaching in 
English, allocating research grants to professors who 
are active in the internationalization of the program, and 
encouraging and supporting professors to participate in 
international scientific events are among the measures 
that can empower faculty members.

“We should invite experts from other countries to be-
come familiar  with the country and interact with our ex-
perts, and in the same way, our experts should visit their 
countries and attend different courses, and become famil-
iar with the new developments in science. A written and 
specific plan for cooperation should be defined” (P. 17).
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Empowering employees

Based on the data, employees who work in the inter-
national affairs offices in colleges and universities need 
special abilities to interact and communicate with in-
ternational students and professors. For instance, train-
ing and briefing sessions can strengthen such commu-
nication skills, especially in the health in disasters and 
emergencies departments. Furthermore, improving the 
English skills of the staff and encouraging hard-working 
employees can be effective for internationalization.  

“The duties of the staff should be obvious. The respon-
sible processes and units need to be determined and their 
work should be coordinated. Trained personnel should 
be deployed so that the student is guided” (P. 10).

Empowering students

Students are one of the key groups who can poten-
tially initiate and continue the internationalization of 
the health in disasters and emergencies program. This 
academic program has been specifically designed for 
post-graduate students (MSc and PhD), enabling them to 
play vital roles in strengthening the internationalization 
of health in disasters and emergencies departments. Con-
ducting classes in English, strengthening students’ skills 
to participate in international scientific events, encourag-
ing students to network and collaborate on joint projects 
with international peers, and providing study opportuni-
ties for capable and motivated students were identified 
as interventions to empower students. 

“ Various books and journals, access to scientific data-
bases, the issue of filtering and restrictions on the use of 
cyberspace, etc. should be resolved for internationaliza-
tion. Professor and student exchange programs should 
also be considered” (P. 2).

Economic interventions

Economic interventions and support are crucial factors 
for facilitating and accelerating the internationalization 
of health in disasters and emergencies programs. Sub-
categories of financial/economic support and investment 
were extracted from the data. 

Financial/economic support and investment

Financial support for the faculty members, specialists, 
and students, and health in disaster departments is im-
portant to carry out activities related to the internation-
alization of the program. Furthermore, support for re-
search centers and institutes that are involved and active 

in disaster research at the international level is essential 
for fostering scientific interactions globally. 

“The economic situation of the country can be very 
supportive, if the economic situation is not well, it be-
comes an obstacle. Financial support and equipment are 
necessary…” (P. 8).

Allocating funds and special budgets to improve the 
program’s infrastructure and update its internationaliza-
tion processes can be beneficial. In addition, adequate 
investment in marketing and introducing the program 
to academic centers in the region and around the world 
can play significant roles in the internationalization of 
the health in disasters and emergencies program. Fur-
thermore, appropriate funding should be allocated to en-
courage active departments and universities to establish 
and sustain internationalization programs and initiatives 
in health in disasters and emergencies departments.

“Some students are looking for free education. If we 
have grants from international organizations and industry, 
we can accept students through those arrangements and 
involve them in activities to help offset the costs” (P. 15).

Development and improvement of infrastructure

The internationalization of the health in disasters and 
emergencies program requires the establishment and de-
velopment of key infrastructures to promote all educa-
tion and research affairs at the regional and global levels. 
This category includes four subcategories: educational 
infrastructure, information technology infrastructure, 
welfare structure, and socio-cultural infrastructure. 

Educational infrastructure

Participants highlighted the importance of developing 
research infrastructure to strengthen research networks 
and joint research projects with health in disasters and 
emergencies researchers at the regional and global lev-
els. Access to international scientific databases that can 
be used by researchers around the world, as well as 
access to relevant journals and books, is considered a 
means of strengthening research infrastructure.

“One of the solutions that leads to improving the level 
of research is the use of international grants. Research 
teams should not be limited to national grants. If we use 
grants from WHO and other international institutions, 
such as the World Bank, we will be forced to comply 
with the conditions, strategies, and methods of doing re-
search accepted by the international community” (P. 1). 
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The development of educational infrastructure is also 
crucial for strengthening scientific and educational interac-
tions with professors and students at regional and interna-
tional levels. Designing short courses that appeal to a broad 
international audience and establishing summer and winter 
schools in collaboration with other universities and aca-
demic centers can be effective measures for international-
izing this program. Furthermore, providing suitable educa-
tional equipment for international academic programs and 
updating teaching-learning mechanisms are other signifi-
cant interventions highlighted by the participants. 

“Diversifying higher education can increase both the 
quality and attractiveness of the subject. We need to 
align it with the latest qualifications in the world and 
examine what is available in the curriculum of this aca-
demic program” (P. 3).

Information technology infrastructure 

Based on the data, the development of information 
technology infrastructure can significantly contribute 
to promoting the internationalization of the program. 
Shifting from in-person training to distance learning, 
strengthening the English platforms and websites for 
introducing the health in disasters and emergencies de-
partments, improving internet speed, establishing edu-
cational simulators, and utilizing artificial intelligence 
for teaching and training at the international level were 
mentioned as effective interventions for the internation-
alization of this academic program. 

“Upgrading educational facilities and simulators that 
can make students more likely to learn and provide ap-
propriate educational environments can be used...” (P. 8). 

Welfare structure

Welfare infrastructure plays an important role in generat-
ing positive feedback from international students, profes-
sors, and researchers who travel to Iran to continue their 
studies or participate in joint educational and research 
programs. Providing welfare facilities, including dormi-
tories, meals, and transportation, for students, as well as 
accommodation and welfare facilities for visiting profes-
sors and researchers, can significantly strengthen the in-
ternationalization of this program over the long term. 

“The facilities of the university are important for the 
satisfaction of foreign students. Among them, the issue 
of housing is the most important. If this issue is resolved, 
they will be able to cover their own living expenses.” 
(P. 5).

Socio-cultural infrastructure

Cultural and social considerations were among other 
issues mentioned by the participants. International stu-
dents and researchers need to become familiar with 
Iranian culture and consider the socio-cultural context 
during their educational and research programs in Iran. 
Cultural events and orientation sessions should be de-
signed and conducted in universities to improve interna-
tional interactions.

“Cultural differences are important. Many people are 
applying to European countries and are in line, but not 
to other countries. Conflicting laws, expensive housing, 
traffic, and air pollution reduce the application” (P. 13).

Interactions related to Iran as a highly disaster-
prone country

Iran is one of the most disaster-prone countries in the 
world, and disasters, such as floods and earthquakes 
have claimed the lives of many Iranians to date. In ad-
dition, disasters have significantly impacted the Iranian 
populations through the destruction of key infrastruc-
tures, health facilities, and social consequences. On the 
other hand, the frequent damage and destruction follow-
ing disasters have provided numerous opportunities for 
improving disaster management systems and programs. 
This has also led to the implementation of training and 
research programs in universities and academic centers. 
Two subcategories—frequent disaster experiences and 
recurrent experiences of destruction—represent oppor-
tunities to internationalize the health in disasters and 
emergencies program by sharing lessons learned from 
previous disasters with international peers and students. 

Frequent experiences of disasters

Some participants stated that the frequent occurrence 
of disasters in Iran has provided us with important expe-
riences and lessons for effective disaster management, 
which can be shared and discussed at international scien-
tific events, in classrooms, and during research projects. 

“Iran has a high risk in terms of disaster occurrence, 
and this issue motivates experts and researchers from 
other countries to learn about the lessons and experi-
ences of this country” (P. 9).

Recurrent experiences of destruction

Iran can serve as a training and research setting for 
health in disasters and emergencies professionals at the 
regional and international levels. Actual disaster sites can 
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enhance specialists’ practical skills and provide oppor-
tunities to benefit from experiences of destruction and 
damage. Additionally, disaster-affected regions can of-
fer opportunities for scientific and research partnerships 
and significantly contribute to the internationalization of 
health in disasters and emergencies programs.

“Iranian managers and experts have had numerous 
experiences in the field of disaster management and re-
sponse that could be shared in a real-life classroom or 
training course for international students and research-
ers” (P. 14).

Discussion 

Based on the findings, internationalizing the academic 
program of health in disasters and emergencies at uni-
versities can be achieved through political, organiza-
tional, human resource, and economic interventions; the 
development and improvement of infrastructure; and 
interactions related to Iran’s status as a highly disaster-
prone country. In accordance with our findings, numer-
ous studies have shown that the internationalization of 
higher education is a complex process influenced by vari-
ous factors and challenges [28-31]. Political interactions, 
organizational strategies, human resource management, 
economic interventions, and infrastructure improvements 
play crucial roles in the internationalization of academic 
centers [32]. However, a lack of clear policies, inefficient 
organizational structures, financial and infrastructure is-
sues, and cultural differences have been reported as barri-
ers to the internationalization of universities [33]. Despite 
these challenges, internationalization remains a strategic 
priority for many universities and governments, which 
have invested significant resources in international edu-
cation and research programs [34, 35]. 

Political interventions were identified as one of the 
most important issues for the internationalization of 
health in disaster and emergencies program, especially 
the country’s political interactions at regional and in-
ternational levels. A study on designing a model for the 
internationalization of higher education in Iran revealed 
that the country’s political strategies received the high-
est score in the context of internationalizing academic 
programs [36]. However, the political approach can in-
fluence internationalization strategies, the complexity of 
cross-border interactions, and the universities that can 
potentially participate at international levels [37]. Simi-
larly, the findings of another study suggested that aca-
demics need to encourage governments to international-
ize universities and inform them about the benefits of 
establishing internationalization policies and decisions 

[38]. Another study also identified the country’s political 
and diplomatic considerations as an important element 
in the internationalization of universities [3]. 

Based on the findings, organizational interventions are 
recognized as a crucial measure for the internationaliza-
tion of health in disasters and emergencies programs at 
universities. Accordingly, relevant studies recommend 
that effective internationalization requires a comprehen-
sive approach involving modifications to the organiza-
tional culture [39], innovative management structures 
[40], engagement with international networks [41], and 
a holistic understanding of the process [42]. Also, evalu-
ating and monitoring the management of international-
ization are considered important issues. Universities and 
academic centers should engage proactively in the multi-
phase innovation process to support internationalization 
[43]. Building a community and network of international 
scholars and researchers contributes to global scientific 
research and education. Achieving comprehensive inter-
nationalization within a higher education institution and 
establishing joint research initiatives enable researchers 
to participate in internationally recognized programs 
[44]. 

Human resource empowerment was identified as a 
significant intervention for the internationalization of 
health in disasters and emergencies programs. Similarly, 
empowering individuals working at universities can be 
effective for their internationalization mission. For in-
stance, improving professors’ English proficiency for 
teaching in English and providing specialized training 
in the use of advanced technology-based infrastructure 
are considered useful measures [45]. Faculty members 
are an important group who need to improve their in-
dividual competencies, teaching, and research activities 
[46]. Medical universities should also strengthen their 
information technology capabilities, improve the Eng-
lish-language skills of staff and students, and implement 
appropriate marketing initiatives to increase the number 
of foreign applicants [47]. 

According to our findings, the internationalization 
of the health in disasters and emergencies requires the 
establishment and development of critical infrastruc-
ture, including educational, research, and sociocultural 
infrastructure. Similar studies have also stated that the 
internationalization of academic programs is driven by 
economic, social, and cultural factors. Furthermore, it in-
volves students, faculty members, programs, and institu-
tions in communicating and establishing networks across 
borders [4, 48]. On the other hand, studies have reported 
positive outcomes of the internationalization of research 
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and education programs, including improved intercultur-
al communication skills, strengthened political relations, 
the recruitment of foreign experts, increased internation-
al cooperation and scientific research output, economic 
growth, and financial improvement [18, 49]. 

Therefore, financial and economic support for profes-
sors and students, health in disasters and emergencies 
departments, and related research centers, as well as 
funding allocations to strengthen the necessary infra-
structure, should be considered in future policymaking 
and planning. Furthermore, improving educational, re-
search, information technology, welfare, and sociocul-
tural infrastructure can have significant impacts on the 
success of the internationalization process. Likewise, 
leading universities that prioritize the internationaliza-
tion of their research and educational initiatives strive 
to enhance their globally adaptable infrastructure to im-
prove the quality of their services [50, 51]. Based on our 
findings, prioritizing structural factors plays a key role 
in the internationalization of universities and academic 
institutions [52]. Structural barriers, such as the devel-
opment of an inappropriate intercultural curriculum, can 
hinder international cooperation [53]. Another issue is 
the lack of a comprehensive operational plan for improv-
ing infrastructure, especially the socio-cultural infra-
structure, which can create significant challenges for the 
internationalization of academic programs [46, 54, 55]. 

Iran is one of the most disaster-prone regions in the 
world and has experienced significant destructions and 
damage to date [56]. Accordingly, such frequent expe-
riences and the lessons learned from previous disasters 
can be shared with other related departments, universi-
ties, and academic centers at regional and international 
levels. On the other hand, hazard-prone regions in Iran 
can be serve as research settings for joint international 
research projects conducted by health in disasters and 
emergencies departments. 

Limitations 

There were some limitations at the time of conducting 
the current study. Because data collection involved the 
participation of international key informants and there 
was a time difference between Iran and other countries, 
these informants were selected as the final participants 
for the interviews. Accordingly, specific open-ended 
questions related to the concepts and aspects of inter-
nationalizing this program were sent to them. Another 
limitation was the small number of experts who had ex-
pertise in health in disasters and experience in interna-
tionalizing academic or research programs. Other limita-

tions include potential cultural biases in the perspectives 
of international experts due to differences in cultural 
perspectives among societies. The generalizability of 
our findings to other contexts was also a limitation of 
this study.

Conclusion 

The main interventions for the internationalization of 
health programs in disasters and emergencies should 
be considered based on various factors in Iran, includ-
ing political, organizational, economic, human resources, 
infrastructure development, and disaster experience fac-
tors. The internationalization of health in disasters and 
emergencies is a long-term, intersectoral process that 
relies on a range of political, economic, financial, and 
socio-cultural activities. It is strongly recommended that 
educational and research facilities be established in disas-
ter-prone regions of Iran. This would foster international 
collaboration and joint research and training programs, 
which require financial support, skilled professionals, 
and advanced infrastructure to host international partners. 

Departments and experts in health in disasters and 
emergencies can be encouraged and motivated by fa-
cilitating exchange programs for relevant scholars and 
providing financial support for participation in interna-
tional scientific events. Resource allocation and planning 
should focus on empowering professors, students, and re-
searchers who are actively working in the field of health 
in disasters and emergencies. The processes and struc-
tures related to the internationalization of academic and 
research programs require modification or reform. These 
changes should align with Iran’s political, economic, or-
ganizational, and infrastructure-related conditions while 
considering successful academic programs in disaster 
health management at the regional and international 
levels to inform future policymaking. Further research 
is needed to identify the barriers to the internationaliza-
tion of health in disaster and emergencies programs and 
to explore solutions to these challenges. Additionally, a 
quantitative study is necessary to collect and analyze data 
that will help determine the current level of internation-
alization in health departments dealing with disaster and 
emergencies, thereby enabling effective interventions.
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