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ABSTRACT

PURPOSE: This paper examines how national and international research collaboration links with
universities’ performance and their global rankings in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region.

DESIGN/METHODOLOGY/APPROACH: The empirical analysis is based on the bibliometric data
from SciVal (2019-2024). This allowed us to apply Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression modelling to
define predictors of research performance indicators and ranking among 114 universities in GCC countries.
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FINDINGS: We found that international and national collaborations are strong predictors of citation impact,
research visibility, and publication quality for ranked universities, while non-ranked universities experience
much smaller impact.

ORIGINALITY/VALUE: The paper provides the first comparative statistical analysis linking collaboration
patterns with global rankings in the GCC countries and empirical evidence, demonstrating the impact of
national/international collaboration on institutional visibility, and highlighting the limitations of existing
ranking systems in the region.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS: This paper will guide university administrators and leadership in
establishing national/international collaboration priorities to climb global rankings.

KEYWORDS: National and International Collaboration; Research Performance; QS Ranking; Gulf
Universities; Gulf Cooperation Council Countries.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, for most universities in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries,
including Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
achieving higher positions in global rankings such as the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World
University Rankings became an ultimate strategic national goal. According to previous studies,
one of the main contributors to the global ranking is collaboration on research (Kim and Kim,
2025; Adams and Szomszor, 2024; Zhang et al., 2022; Bustamante-Ruiz et al., 2025). Studies
across diverse contexts suggest that collaborative networks enhance both the quality and visibility
of research output by enabling knowledge exchange, increasing citation impact, and facilitating
access to international funding opportunities (Duarte ef al., 2025; Heiser, 2023). Current literature
discusses mainly Western and Asian universities’ experiences, while little empirical evidence exists
on the Middle East and GCC countries. This paper seeks to answer to what extent international
collaboration among universities in the GCC predicts research outcomes and how much it
contributes to the global university rankings.

The GGC region has recently exhibited significant progress in research capacity; however,
there is a drastic difference between ranked and non-ranked universities. Only a few universities are
listed in the global rankings, while those not ranked might have similar research output. As previous
research demonstrated, international visibility and citation-based metrics do not take into account
contextually relevant or regionally impactful research (Aboelenein et al., 2022).

Therefore, this research examines the link between national and international research
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collaboration and universities’ performance and global rankings in GCC countries. The paper
provides the first comparative statistical analysis based on 114 universities’ sample SciVal data,
publicly available for the GCC region. Applying regression modelling of research output indicators
to test the link with national and international collaboration, the study compares the situation
between globally ranked and non-ranked universities. The paper concludes with an evidence-based
recommendation for university administrators and leadership to establish national/international
collaboration as a priority if they want to climb the global rankings.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Publications co-authored internationally receive significantly more citations than those in national
collaborations (Velez-Estevez et al., 2022; Leonard ef al., 2022). Multi-authored papers are more
likely to be published in higher-impact journals (Q1 and Q2), demonstrating a significant rise in
both quality and citation counts (Zhang et al., 2022; Benavent-Pérez et al., 2012). Moreover, there
are associations between international collaborations and higher research productivity (Abramo et
al., 2017) and improved research quality and innovation capacity (Shen et al., 2023; Bustamante-
Ruiz et al., 2025; Munshi and Singla, 2025). Overall, international research collaborations enhance
research performance indicators, especially for universities in developing or emerging economies
(Geng et al., 2023; Adams and Szomszor, 2024). At the same time, Aboelenein et al. (2022) warn
that overreliance on expatriate researchers and international partners may limit local institutional
capacity and underestimate the importance of balanced collaboration strategies.

Generally, international collaboration has been consistently associated with higher-quality
publications and increased citation impact, serving as a gateway for universities to engage with
the worldwide academic community (Duarte et al., 2025). As a result, global ranking systems
reward universities that show strong international collaboration, high citation impact, and research
reputation (Kim and Kim, 2025). In this context, joint research directly contributes to ranking
success.

University partnerships improve competitiveness and visibility, positively influencing Times
Higher Education (THE) and Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) performance indicators such as “research
influence” and “international outlook™ (Izharuddin and Sukoco, 2024). However, assessing the
impact and extent of international collaboration on research effectiveness and university ranking is
methodologically challenging.

The number of publications with international collaboration and co-authorship is an
essential metric in global ranking systems (Danquah et al., 2025). Both the QS and THE ranking
systems incorporate aspects of international collaboration as part of their research reputation and
citation components. Universities with strong international partnerships experience significant
enhancements in QS ranking. Collaborations between academia and industry enhance applied
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research and improve the university’s global rankings (Danquah et a/., 2025). Such an impact on
global ranking metrics varies regionally. Therefore, European and Anglophone universities gain
more from international collaboration compared to Latin American or regional partnerships, where
the effect remains minimal (Benavent-Pérez et al., 2012). In Africa, international collaboration is
mainly used as a mechanism for academic capacity building, access to funding, and improving
global competitiveness (Menon and Suresh, 2021). In response, this paper adds value to the current
debate on global ranking and university performance from the regional perspective based on
evidence from GCC.

GCC universities have increasingly recognised research partnerships as a vital mechanism for
achieving global competitiveness and advancing national innovation goals. Research collaboration,
both national and international, plays a pivotal role in enhancing research output, visibility, and
academic reputation, which are counted for the global rankings (Albusaidi et al., 2025; Zaidan
et al., 2025). International collaboration significantly improves the quality of outputs, such as
publications in top-tier journals and articles in the top 10% citation and view percentiles, but it does
not substantially increase the overall volume of scholarly output. However, Segumpan and Zahari
(2021) argue that while collaboration boosts quantitative indicators, ranking systems often fail to
reflect the qualitative and societal dimensions of research productivity in the non-Western context.

Collaborations among GCC countries, especially between universities, industries, and
government agencies, have enhanced the capacity for applied research and innovation (Albusaidi
et al., 2025; Zaidan et al., 2025). Despite major institutional expansion and investment, research
productivity can remain constrained by structural and organisational conditions (Karabchuk et al.,
2022; Aboelenein et al., 2022). Al-Sinani et al. (2020) identify a clear rise in international research
collaboration across GCC countries and show that the United States is the dominant collaborator.

National and regional-level research collaboration has been crucial for developing local research
ecosystems and enhancing research output. For example, Saudi Arabia and Qatar have a strong
research collaboration that has contributed to significant improvements in research productivity
and academic reputation (Al-Marzouqi and Arabi, 2022). Nonetheless, national collaboration alone
might not be sufficient to elevate institutions to the top ranks of global rankings due to factors such
as organisational limitations, dependence on expatriate faculty, and varying policy contexts.

Typically, Gulf universities ranked higher for their higher collaboration intensity and stronger
citation impact in comparison to those that are not ranked (Al-Marzouqi and Arabi, 2022). They
benefit from strong funding frameworks, internationalisation strategies, and partnerships with
well-known institutions worldwide. Non-ranked universities often rely on local collaborations
and face challenges such as insufficient research facilities and limited networks. However, global
accreditation and partnerships with branch campuses facilitated certain advancements. Programmes
for academic mobility and accreditation frameworks enhance the research capabilities of institutions
and gradually integrate non-ranked institutions into global research ecosystems (David ez al., 2017).
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Although research collaboration enhances ranking metrics, global systems such as QS and
THE might not fully reflect the entire range of collaboration advantages in the GCC. Rankings
focus on citation-based metrics that conform to Western academic frameworks, and most of the
time overlook regional and societal contributions of research (Segumpan and Zahari, 2021). In
emerging economies such as GCC countries, universities contribute to society development and
innovation, which should be represented in the evaluation of the university performance (Mohamad,
2025; Zaidan et al., 2025). Policy efforts in the GCC countries encourage collaboration to achieve
national development goals, an overlooked aspect in global ranking measurements (Albusaidi
et al., 2025). Therefore, a ranking methodology that incorporates collaboration diversity and
regional engagement would offer an equitable assessment of GCC universities. In conclusion, this
literature review shows that research collaborations in the Gulf region have a significant impact on
research productivity, visibility, and global ranking performance indicators. Their partnerships have
been improving citation impact and institutional reputation, while national policies and funding
frameworks have facilitated them.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This paper examines how national and international research collaborations influence university
research performance and global rankings in the GCC region across 114 universities (Table 1) in
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, Kuwait, and Bahrain.

Open access bibliometric data from SciVal of 21 indicators on collaboration, citation impact,
and QS rankings (Arab Region and National) were used for empirical analysis. Since the research is
based on publicly available university-level statistical data, no ethical approval is required.

Table 1: Number of Universities Registered in Scopus Database, SciVal, by GCC Countries,

2019-2024
Bahrain 9 8
Kuwait 5 5
Oman 13 11
Qatar 6 5
Saudi Arabia 47 41
UAE 34 30

Source: Calculated based on SciVal data

The research framework implies regression modelling to test the hypotheses, based on the
university-level indicators of their research performance. The study conceptualises research
performance and ranking as a function of two primary factors: collaboration type and geographic
scope.
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The research tests the following hypotheses:

H1: National and international collaboration significantly enhances research output and citation

performance.

H2: National and international collaboration significantly predicts global ranking improvements.

H3: National and international collaboration will have more importance for ranked universities
than for non-ranked universities.

To test the hypotheses, the study applied regression modelling to assess how different forms
of collaboration (national, international, academic, corporate, medical, and government) contribute
to research output, research impact, visibility, and how all that is linked with global university
rankings. OLS regression analysis was applied with multiple dependent variables, measuring 1) the
research output of the universities (five variables), 2) research impact and visibility (five variables),
and 3) university rankings (four variables).

Research output variables include:

1. scholarly output;

2. scholarly output growth %;

3. output in top 10% citation percentiles (%);

4. output in top 10% views percentiles (%);

5. publications in top 10% journal percentiles by CiteScore Percentile (%).

Research impact and visibility (citations) variables include:

. citation count;

. citations per publication;,

. cited publications (%);

. field-weighted citation impact (FWCI);
. number of citing countries.

DN AW

University ranking-related variables include:

1. QS ranking in the Arab region;

2. QS ranking at the national level;

3. academic reputation QS scores;

4. research networking QS score.

Regression models were assessed against the same list of independent variables for each of
the research efficiency indicators mentioned above, estimating five models for research output and
five models for research impact and visibility. Then, we add research output indicators to the list
of independent variables while estimating predictors of four QS ranking scores. The main tested
independent variables were the type of collaboration (international, national, institutional, or
single authorship) and sector of collaboration (percentage of academic only, academic-corporate,
academic-government, and academic-medical).
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FINDINGS

This section of the paper presents the outcomes of the empirical regression modelling of the
predictors of research output, research impact, and QS ranking. Overall, all the estimated models
explain a large proportion of variance (R?), confirming that collaboration structure and national
research ecosystems are decisive determinants of bibliometric success and ranking potential in
GCC higher education.

National/International Collaboration and Research Output/Impact

Results highlight a strong and positive link between international and national collaborations and
universities’ scholarly output and research impact, as both international and national collaboration
significantly increase the number of publications and total citation counts (Table 2). It reflects
how cross-border and domestic academic networks stimulate research productivity and visibility.
However, these same forms of collaboration are associated with negative coefficients for output in

top-viewed percentiles, suggesting that while
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collaborations expand volume, they do not always enhance online attention or societal reach
for GCC universities. We can therefore confirm hypothesis H1, that international and national
collaboration positively predicts research output and research impact.

Furthermore, academic-only collaboration demonstrates positive effects on high-impact
metrics, including top-10% citation and views percentiles, as well as citations per publication and
cited publications. This suggests that discipline-focused, purely academic networks yield more
influential, visible outputs compared with cross-sectoral partnerships. By contrast, academic-
corporate and academic-government collaborations have mixed or negative associations with
research output and citation outcomes. This might indicate that industry or policy partnerships in
the GCC region remain nascent and less research-intensive.

The indicator of “authors’ growth” showed a strong positive association with total output,
output growth, citations count, and output in 10% top-views percentiles, meaning that expanding
research teams contributes to faster output growth and higher digital visibility.

National/International Collaboration and QS Rankings

The regression modelling discloses that international and national collaboration plays a significant
role in shaping universities’ ranking performance in the Arab region and at the national level.
Universities with stronger cross-border research engagement are more likely to perform better in
national rankings (Table 3). Conversely, scholarly output growth is negatively associated with both
regional and national rankings, indicating that rapid expansion in output volume may not translate
into quality gains or recognition in ranking metrics. The number of cited countries consistently
predicts higher rankings and QS scores across the four models, implying that a wider geographical
citation reach is a robust indicator of international visibility and impact; this is also included in the
ratings’ estimations.

With regard to academic reputation and research network scores, collaboration factors did not
appear to be significant. Scholarly output and the number of citing countries contribute most to
the QS rankings indicators. Importantly, international collaboration impact is positively associated
with national ranking, highlighting how high-impact global partnerships enhance a university’s
national reputation. Variables such as academic-corporate and academic-government collaborations
exhibit insignificant effects, suggesting that in the Arab region, university-industry or university-
government ties have yet to translate into higher prestige or network visibility. Consistent
insignificant coefficients for any type of national/international collaboration on rankings scores
indicate that institutional capacities and national research ecosystems remain critical moderators
of performance outcomes. Despite insignificant relationships between variables, the tested models
explain a substantial share of variance (R? varies from 50% to 80%).
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Role of National/International Collaboration at Ranked and Non-Ranked
Universities

For universities that are not represented in the global rankings, regression models reveal that
international, national, and institutional collaborations remain a decisive predictor of basic research
productivity, although their effect on high-impact outcomes is limited (Table 4). All three types of
collaboration show strong positive coefficients for scholarly output, yet these same variables have
negative and significant associations with top-viewed outputs and with FWCI, indicating that while
collaboration expands quantity, it does not necessarily enhance citation efficiency or visibility.

Academic-only collaboration exerts negative effects on quantity but significantly improves
top-viewed output. Likewise, academic-government and academic-medical collaborations show
negative associations with output but positive ones with FWCI and visibility, suggesting that cross-
sector partnerships produce research that resonates more within global citation networks. With
regard to the impact measuring indicators, our estimations showed that international collaboration
significantly improves citations per publication.

Foruniversities included in the global QS rankings, the regression results show that international,
national, and institutional collaboration are powerful and consistent predictors of both research
output and impact (Table 5). International co-operation shows a significant positive association
with research output, citation numbers, and citations per paper, while also boosting production in
the top 10% of citation percentiles and publications in the leading 10% of journals. These results
suggest that globally recognised universities transform international partnerships into increased
research output and enhanced bibliometric impact, a trend not seen in the unranked institutions.

National and institutional collaborations lead to a similar yet slightly less pronounced trend,
boosting publication and citation totals, but displaying smaller coefficients for high-impact outputs.
The number of authors remains a strong indicator of total publications and international citation
impact, underlining that established research ecosystems are founded on extensive, interconnected
groups. The study concludes that collaboration at national and international levels results in
quantifiable bibliometric success for ranked universities, demonstrating a significant positive
correlation between research performance and internationalisation.

Regarding collaboration types, the results show that academic-only collaboration is negatively
associated with both output and citation count, yet its impact variable shows a significant positive
association with the top 10% citation outputs, citations per publication, and percentage of cited
publications. Therefore, ranked universities can change high-quality academic collaborations
into globally recognised outputs, even if total volume decreases in comparison to non-ranked
universities. Academic-government and academic-medical collaborations present mixed results.
There are negative associations between these collaborations and output, and citation counts, but
significantly enhanced field-weighted citation impact and cited publication share, highlighting that
cross-sector research in ranked universities tends to be more selective but higher in visibility and
relevance.
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Finally, the exceptionally high explanatory power of the regression models confirms that
collaboration structure, research scale, and institutional capacity nearly fully account for the
bibliometric success of globally ranked GCC universities. In contrast to non-ranked peers, these
institutions demonstrate an efficient conversion of collaboration into global research impact,
positioning them as regional anchors in the Arab higher education research landscape.
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National and International Research Collaboration across GCC Universities

CONCLUSIONS

This study investigated how national and international research collaborations shape research
performance and QS ranking outcomes among 114 universities in the GCC (2019-2024), using
SciVal bibliometric data and 21 indicators of output, impact, and ranking. Drawing on theories
of scientific collaboration, citation, and the internationalisation of higher education, the authors
estimated a series of OLS regression models to assess how different collaboration types (national,
international, institutional, and sectoral partnerships) affect scholarly output, citation impact,
visibility, and QS Arab Region and national rankings. The results showed that both international and
national collaborations significantly increase publication volume and citation counts, confirming
that collaborative networks are key drivers of research productivity and impact, although they do
not always translate into higher top-viewed outputs or field-weighted citation impact.

The comparative regression analysis of QS-ranked and non-ranked universities in the GCC
region reveals a clear institutional divide in how national/international collaboration contributes to
research performance. Among globally ranked universities, international, national, and institutional
collaborations consistently proved to be positive and statistically significant predictors of research
output and research impact. These institutions display a high capacity to convert collaborative activity
into quality-adjusted impact. It might reflect more mature research ecosystems with established
international networks, access to competitive funding, and effective research management structures.
Conversely, universities that are not ranked similarly gain advantages from teamwork regarding
heightened publication and citation numbers, yet these effects do not influence citation efficiency
or field-adjusted impact. In their situation, working together seems mostly extensive rather than
intensive, highlighting an increase in output without comparable increases in reputation or power.

Moreover, while both groups show positive associations between author numbers and research
productivity, only globally ranked universities demonstrate collaboration efficiency. That is, the
ability to produce fewer but more influential outputs through targeted partnerships (e.g., academic-
only or medical collaborations linked to top 10% citation percentiles). Non-ranked institutions
receive limited contribution to their global recognition, even though they might have applied broad
team expansion strategies. Overall, the comparative findings highlight that collaboration alone is not
sufficient for global ranking success; rather, what differentiates ranked from non-ranked universities
is their institutional capacity to transform collaboration networks into sustained research excellence
and international visibility.
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,’ 4 Dr Aizhan Shomotova is a dedicated scholar specialising in higher education,

: ) é human capital, digital literacy, wellbeing, and the integration of generative Al in
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higher education. She is currently a faculty member at Khalifa University, a Fellow

of the Higher Education Academy (FHEA), and served as a faculty instructor and
course co-ordinator, and as chair of the committee at the College of Interdisciplinary Studies,
Zayed University. Her research has been published in top-tier Scopus-indexed Q1 journals. She
is an Associate Editor of the Q1-Scopus Indexed Journal of Further and Higher Education and a
reviewer of top leading journals in education and social sciences. She has participated in leading
international conferences and has organised high-impact academic events.
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4 Dr Mostafa Mohamad is a scholar and industry expert in Digital Transformation,
} Al for Business, FinTech, Digital Innovation, and Business Analytics. Before
/ joining Zayed University, he had 20 years of academic experience at Manchester

Business School, Newcastle Business School, Leeds Business School, and Salford

Business School. He has a record of 81 peer-reviewed publications in Q1 and Q2 Scopus-listed

journals mainly in Information Systems (IS) journals such as Technological Forecasting and Social

Change and Management Information Systems Journal. He served as a director of PG programmes,

a director of Admissions, and a deputy DBA director. He also led significant research funding for

Virtual Reality, Machine Learning, Artificial Intelligence, FinTech and Technology transfer.
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