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Responsible Internationalisation in the 
context of Higher Education Institutions 

isabel craveiro 
nova university lisbon

In an era of escalating geopolitical tensions and un-
precedented global crises, the concept of Responsible 
Internationalisation in research and innovation has 
become a critical necessity. As science is increasingly rec-
ognised as a common good for all humankind, there is a 
pressing need to move beyond isolated national efforts to-
ward a rules-based multilateralism that fosters reciprocal 
openness (European Commission 2021; UNESCO, 2017). 

Responsible Internationalisation is increasingly moving 
from an optional element to a central strategic framework 
for institutional decision-making, risk management and 
global engagement. This shift reflects the growing under-
standing of Internationalisation as embedded in the core 
purposes and functions of higher education institutions 
(Knight, 2004), increasingly linked to social responsibility 
and the global common good ( Jones et al., 2021), and now 
shaped by geopolitical competition, research security con-
cerns and the need to balance openness with responsibility 
(Shih, 2024; STINT, 2022).

In the context of European University Alliances, 
Responsible Internationalisation can be understood as a 
governance mechanism that supports strategic cohesion by 
aligning transnational cooperation with shared principles 
of academic freedom, institutional autonomy, integrity and 
risk awareness. European University Alliances are explic-
itly designed as long-term, strategic and structural forms of 
transnational cooperation (European Commission, 2023; 
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European University Association, 2024). At the same time, 
recent European research on security frameworks stresses 
that international cooperation must remain open while 
being protected against risks such as foreign interference, 
unwanted knowledge transfer, and breaches of ethics or in-
tegrity (European Commission, 2024; Council of the EU, 
2024). In this context, Responsible Internationalisation 
provides a framework through which academic openness 
can coexist with institutional security, allowing univer-
sities and alliances to manage risks without abandoning 
international cooperation (ALLEA, 2024; Shih, 2024; 
STINT, 2022).

For EUTOPIA, this imperative is operationalised 
through the International Partnership Charter and the Position 
Statement, documents that transcend rhetoric to establish 
practical commitments of reciprocity and integrity. The 
Alliance’s mission, as consolidated at the 2025 Summit 
(Soanes et al., 2025), is based on the premise that scientific 
excellence is only sustainable if it is ethically grounded, 
structured on three fundamental pillars:

i.	 Responsible Partnerships: Transitioning from care models 
to equitable co-ownership models.

ii.	 Responsible Research: Protection of autonomy and security 
without the sacrifice of Open Science.

iii.	Knowledge Transfer: Focus on societal valuation and the 
ethical impact of emerging technologies.

This normative basis equips universities to navigate a 
changing geopolitical and academic landscape in which 
international cooperation is simultaneously a driver of 
innovation and a domain of complex institutional, ethical 
and security risks.

This special issue examines “Responsible Interna-
tionalisation” as the evolving set of norms, policies, and 
institutional practices through which actors across borders 
are held accountable for the societal, ethical, legal, and 
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security implications of research collaboration (UNES-
CO, 2017; ALLEA, 2023). True international accounta-
bility requires a robust framework grounded in research 
integrity, academic freedom, and institutional autonomy 
(European Commission 2021; ALLEA 2023). To main-
tain the trustworthiness of the global research system, all 
stakeholders must adhere to fundamental principles of 
reliability, honesty, respect, and accountability throughout 
the entire research lifecycle (ALLEA 2023). Furthermore, 
a responsible global approach demands that the benefits of 
scientific advancement are shared equitably, particularly 
through partnerships with developing nations, to foster 
resilient, knowledge-based societies that respect human 
rights and environmental sustainability (European Com-
mission 2021).

1.  Reflections on Global Practice

The contemporary debate on Responsible Interna-
tionalisation signals a critical departure from naïve, 
instrumental and commercially driven approaches to 
Internationalisation. Earlier critiques had already warned 
that Internationalisation had moved from the margins 
to the core of higher education while, at the same time, 
becoming increasingly associated with commercialisation, 
reputation-building and unexamined assumptions of 
inherent virtue (Brandenburg & de Wit, 2011). Similarly, 
studies of Internationalisation in Europe and beyond have 
shown that many institutional and national strategies have 
remained strongly focused on mobility, recruitment, vis-
ibility, rankings, short- or long-term economic gains and 
institutional prestige (de Wit et al., 2015; de Wit, 2020).

Against this background, Responsible Internation-
alisation represents a shift from transactional models of 
international engagement towards more transformational 
approaches. Rather than measuring value primarily through 
the number of mobile students, international partnerships, 
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rankings performance, or reputational gains, the emerg-
ing agenda places greater emphasis on societal impact, 
reciprocity, academic integrity, sustainability, equity, and 
responsible risk management. This is consistent with calls 
to align Internationalisation with university social respon-
sibility and the global common good, particularly through 
the framework of Internationalisation of Higher Education 
for Society ( Jones et al[SS1]  ., 2021). It also reflects the 
wider move identified by the International Association of 
Universities towards Internationalisation, which is inclu-
sive, globally responsible, and oriented to societal benefit 
rather than merely institutional advantage (IAU, 2024).

Recent work on Responsible Internationalisation fur-
ther reinforces this transition by arguing that universities 
now operate in a context shaped by geopolitical competition, 
research-security concerns and complex global challenges. 
In this setting, international collaboration must be guided 
not only by openness and excellence, but also by research 
integrity, ethics, academic freedom, societal impact, 
science diplomacy and security awareness (Shih, 2024). 
Practical policy frameworks similarly define Responsible 
Internationalisation as a way to manage the opportunities 
and risks of international cooperation, supporting univer-
sities in building relationships that are “as open as possible, 
as secure as necessary” while safeguarding trust, mutual 
value and academic responsibility (STINT, 2022; Swedish 
Council for Higher Education et al., 2024).

This transition was also reflected in the discussions at 
the Summit on Responsible Internationalisation, which 
brought together European University Alliances, global 
partners, policymakers and stakeholder organisations to 
address responsible partnerships, responsible knowledge 
transfer and the development of joint operational strategies 
for Responsible Internationalisation in European University 
Alliances (Soanes et al., 2025). Reports from the EUTOPIA 
Responsible Internationalisation Summit similarly empha-
sised that responsible international engagement is not about 
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reducing international collaboration, but about approach-
ing it more thoughtfully through reflection, due diligence, 
trust, transparency, attention to inequalities and a balance 
between openness and protection (VUB, 2025).

Taken together, the literature and recent practice suggest 
that Responsible Internationalisation marks a turning point 
in the internationalisation agenda: from a model driven 
predominantly by mobility, prestige, and competitive 
positioning towards one grounded in impact, integrity, 
reciprocity, and responsible governance of global academic 
cooperation.

To sustain this stance, Europe is developing a set of safe-
guards and public policy tools designed to keep internation-
al research cooperation open while managing security risks. 
These include the planned European Centre of Expertise on 
Research Security, due diligence platforms for international 
partnerships, and technology risk assessments in critical 
areas such as artificial intelligence, advanced semiconduc-
tors, quantum technologies and biotechnologies (European 
Commission, 2023b; 2025; Science Europe, 2025; ZSI, 
2025). These instruments are not intended to promote iso-
lation, but to create an ecosystem in which collaboration is 
protected through proportionate risk appraisal, institutional 
due diligence and shared responsibility, while preserving 
academic freedom, openness and international cooperation 
(European Commission, 2025; SIPRI, 2025; International 
Science Council, 2023).

At the same time, a critical challenge remains: research 
security must not become a new barrier to entry for re-
searchers and institutions from less-resourced regions, 
nor should it reproduce existing power asymmetries 
between the Global North and the Global South. Work 
commissioned by the British Council and the Association 
of Commonwealth Universities  shows that partners from 
the Global North often enter international higher edu-
cation partnerships with greater institutional capacity, 
closer relationships with funders and stronger influence 
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over agenda-setting, while institutions in the Global 
South may face disadvantages in negotiating resources, 
leadership roles and strategic priorities (British Council 
& ACU, 2021). Similarly, broader work on equitable re-
search partnerships warns that unequal power dynamics 
can undermine equity unless funders and institutions 
actively support LMIC leadership, direct funding, shared 
decision-making, and capacity strengthening (ESSENCE 
& UKCDR, 2022).

This is why responsible internationalisation guidance 
from  STINT  is particularly relevant: it frames interna-
tional collaboration not as something to be restricted, but 
as something that must be pursued responsibly through 
reflection, contextual understanding, ethics, academic 
freedom, intellectual property awareness and risk man-
agement (STINT, 2020, 2022). Taken together, these 
sources suggest that Europe’s emerging research-security 
ecosystem should be implemented in ways that protect 
collaboration without closing it down, ensuring that safe-
guards preserve openness, reciprocity, mutual benefit and 
equitable access to global knowledge production.

The idea that Internationalisation must be transfor-
mational rather than merely transactional is consistent 
with British Council and ACU work on international 
higher education partnerships, which shows that such 
partnerships generate value when they contribute to 
knowledge exchange, innovation, skills development and 
the Sustainable Development Goals (British Council & 
ACU, 2021; British Council, 2022). In this context, equity 
should not be treated simply as a moral preference, but 
as a functional prerequisite for effective cooperation: the 
British Council and ACU explicitly describe equity as a 
“foundational prerequisite” for partnerships to function 
and achieve their intended outcomes, particularly in light 
of persistent asymmetries between Global North and 
Global South institutions (British Council & ACU, 2021). 
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2. Responsible Partnerships: 
Beyond Traditional Empowerment 

Equity in partnerships is the operational foundation of 
any ethical strategy. In the current scenario, traditional 
top-down “capacity-building” approaches can prove 
insufficient and, when poorly designed, reproduce pater-
nalistic dynamics that inhibit genuine equity (ESSENCE 
&UKCDR, 2022);  this calls for a transition towards 
“co-creation” and “co-ownership” models that redistribute 
power, decision-making, and authorship across partners 
(de Valk, 2005;  INASP, 2017). More than cooperation, 
Science Diplomacy emerges as a strategic tool for resil-
ience — particularly to safeguard “academic continuity” 
and counter the phenomenon of  scholasticide in crisis-af-
fected regions (Shaheed, in YAI & RIA, 2025;  Stoepler 
et al., 2017). This role is illustrated by UNIMED’s recent 
initiatives in support of Palestinian researchers, notably 
the  H-Gaza (Research Horizons for Gaza)  pilot project, 
funded by the European Commission, which establishes 
a Virtual Research Collaboration Hub via EURAXESS 
to mentor and reconnect researchers in and from Gaza 
(Cochrane, 2025; IAU, 2026).

However, we face a sustainability paradox: dependence 
on short funding cycles from the Global North structur-
ally undermines long-term equity, as two- to three-year 
project timelines rarely align with the temporal depth 
required for institutional embedding, epistemic trans-
formation, and genuine partnership building (Lukong, 
2026;  Humanitarian Advisory Group, 2024). External, 
discretionary funding tied to donor agendas further en-
trenches dependency and constrains Southern research 
systems’ capacity to set their own priorities (Georgalakis 
& Nuñez, 2024;  Gebremariam, 2024). A second risk is 
the  securitisation of science  (Wæver, 1995;  Aarden & 
Marz, 2025): when research security drifts into  blanket 
securitisation, the result is a chilling effect on international 
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collaboration and mobility, isolating scientists from coun-
tries that are geopolitically unaligned or “of concern” 
and generating opportunity costs — in talent, knowledge 
production, and competitiveness — that can outweigh the 
security risks they aim to mitigate (Colglazier, 2023; Baker 
Institute, 2024; Jia et al., 2024; OECD, 2025). 

Two additional persistent risks must be flagged:

*	 risky bureaucracy — due diligence frameworks de-
signed in the Global North often ignore local contexts, 
imposing standardised templates and disproportionate 
administrative burdens on Southern partners, particu-
larly smaller institutions and community-based organ-
isations (University of Glasgow, 2024). Paradoxically, 
processes meant to mitigate risk can themselves  gen-
erate risk by excluding legitimate local actors, slowing 
collaboration, and signalling distrust (UCL, 2022).

*	 power asymmetry — research agendas continue to 
be set “from the outside in”, with Northern funders, 
institutions, and PIs dominating the design phase 
while Southern partners are relegated to implemen-
tation or data collection roles (Bradley, 2008;  IISS, 
2022;  Southern Voice, 2024). This asymmetry is 
structural rather than incidental: it is reproduced by 
funding schemes, academic incentives, and institutional 
positionalities that systematically privilege Northern 
actors in agenda-setting (Gray et al., 2022; Schmidt & 
Neuburger, 2022).

3. Responsible Research: Security, Freedom and Autonomy

Protecting the integrity of science requires sophisticat-
ed “risk within risk” management, recognising that poorly 
designed securitisation measures may themselves generate 
new risks, including constraints on academic freedom, 
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reduced international collaboration, and diminished 
innovation capacity. Recent scholarship on research se-
curity emphasises that universities and governments must 
balance the protection of research integrity and national 
security with the preservation of openness, autonomy, 
and scientific exchange. (Smith & Walsh 2023; Mollaki, 
Giouvanopoulou & Karkaletsis 2025; Crowley-Vigneau, 
Baykov & Zhang 2026).

This tension has become increasingly central in debates 
surrounding foreign interference in higher education. 
Government guidance in countries such as the United 
Kingdom now explicitly frames research security policies 
as mechanisms that should simultaneously protect both 
national interests and academic freedom. (Government 
of the United Kingdom 2024). At the same time, scholars 
warn that excessive regulatory control or securitisation 
may undermine the very conditions necessary for scientific 
innovation and intellectual independence. (Stachowiak-
Kudła, M., Westa, S., Santos Botelho, C. et al. 2023).

Empirical research further suggests that academic free-
dom is strongly associated with higher levels of innovation 
and international scientific collaboration. Audretsch et al. 
(2024) demonstrate that declines in academic freedom are 
linked to measurable reductions in patent production and 
research impact globally. Likewise, longitudinal analyses 
of international research networks indicate that restric-
tions on academic freedom can weaken transnational 
scientific collaboration, particularly in the social sciences 
and humanities. (Whetsell, Sidorova, Yang 2025).

The EUTOPIA Summit revealed that the biggest threat 
perceived by the academic community (with 17 votes in di-
rect polling) is the limitation of academic freedom through 
over-regulation, and not just foreign interference per se 
(Soanes, 2025).

To mitigate these tensions, alliances and higher education 
institutions increasingly act as intermediaries between inves-
tigators and security authorities, helping reconcile national 
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security concerns with the principles of academic openness 
and institutional autonomy. In the Netherlands, the develop-
ment of a centralised “Contact Point for Knowledge Security” 
under the National Knowledge Security Guidelines reflects 
a “one-stop-shop” approach in which researchers and 
universities can obtain coordinated guidance on risks as-
sociated with international collaboration, export controls, 
and foreign interference while preserving the openness es-
sential to scientific cooperation (Netherlands Organisation 
for Scientific Research (NOW), 2024; Government of the 
Netherlands 2025).

Dutch knowledge security policy explicitly emphasises 
that international scientific collaboration remains fun-
damental to innovation and academic excellence, and 
that security measures should support — rather than 
undermine — academic freedom and secure international 
cooperation. The Dutch framework, therefore, combines 
national coordination with institutional self-regulation, 
allowing universities to retain autonomy in assessing and 
managing risks. (Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 
Research (NOW), 2024; Government of the Netherlands, 
2025).

Similarly, collaborative consultation practices asso-
ciated with Aarhus University illustrate how universities 
can institutionalise dialogue-based and cross-sector 
approaches to knowledge governance. Aarhus University 
consistently frames collaboration among researchers, 
government institutions, industry, and societal actors as 
central to addressing complex societal and technological 
challenges. Research emerging from Aarhus University 
further highlights the importance of reflexive and par-
ticipatory models of knowledge production, emphasising 
that tensions between security, institutional goals, and 
academic openness are best addressed through ongoing 
dialogue and collaborative mediation mechanisms rath-
er than purely restrictive controls. (Nordentoft, Phillips, 
Pedersen et al 2012).
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Together, these approaches demonstrate how research 
alliances and universities can function not merely as sub-
jects of securitisation policies, but as active mediators capa-
ble of integrating research security, institutional trust, and 
academic freedom within shared governance frameworks.

Risk management should be clear about the respon-
sibilities at each level: individual level, focused on the 
ethical judgment and physical safety of the investigator; 
institutional level — related to autonomy in contract 
management, compliance and data protection; national/
European level — involving the legislative framework and 
the protection of technological sovereignty.

4. Knowledge Transfer: Social Valorisation 
and Technological Ethics

The concept of Responsible Knowledge Transfer (RKT) 
proposes a radical change in the valorisation of knowledge. 
The  Triple Helix  model, describing the dynamic interac-
tions between university, industry, and government, is a 
cornerstone of innovation theory (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 
2000). A frequent critique of this model, however, is its 
perceived exclusion of civil society as a formal actor in the 
innovation ecosystem.

To address this gap, expanded models were developed. 
The Quadruple Helix explicitly introduces “civil society,” 
“media,” or “public culture” as a fourth fundamental actor, 
recognising the public’s role in the co-creation and social 
acceptance of innovation (Carayannis & Campbell, 2009).

This expansion is further deepened by the Quintuple 
Helix  model. This framework adds a f ifth critical di-
mension: the natural environment and socio-ecological 
systems. The Quintuple Helix emphasises that global 
challenges, such as climate change, must be integrated 
as central constraints and drivers for innovation and 
knowledge transfer, promoting sustainable development 
(Carayannis et al., 2012).
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The concept of Responsible Research and Innovation 
(RRI) provides the ethical and procedural framework to 
operationalise this evolution. RRI advocates that research 
and innovation processes should be anticipatory, reflective, 
inclusive, and responsive to society and the environment, 
thereby aligning with the principles of the expanded helix 
models.

The theoretical evolution proposes a progression of Helix 
models. The path moves from the Triple Helix (focus on in-
stitutional actors) to the Quadruple Helix (inclusion of socie-
ty) and culminates in the Quintuple Helix, which integrates 
environmental sustainability as a fundamental condition for 
truly responsible innovation with positive societal impact.

The imperative to ground innovation in the founda-
tional “empathy phase” of human-centred design method-
ologies, such as Design Thinking, is critical for ensuring 
solutions address authentic community needs (Plattner et 
al., 2009). This aligns with calls from experts like Samuel 
Partey at UNESCO, who emphasises that centring lo-
cal contexts is vital to safeguard indigenous knowledge 
systems and move beyond extractive innovation models 
(Partey, 2021). Operationalising this requires a framework 
built on the principles of Open Science (UNESCO, 2021), 
ethical intellectual property management (OECD, 2021), 
and community Data Sovereignty (Carroll et al., 2020). 
Together, these components can transform traditional 
technology transfer into an inclusive, community-led ven-
ture-building process, a strategy essential for mitigating 
dual-use risks in sensitive fields like biotechnology and 
artificial intelligence.

5. EUTOPIA perspective — Paths to Collective Action

strategic perspectives 
on responsible internationalisation (ri)

Based on the institutional perspective of five Universities 
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of EUTOPIA Alliance and three global partners, we pro-
duced a synthesis that illustrates a fundamental paradigm 
shift: the transition from managing institutional risk in 
isolation toward a model of collective, alliance-based action. 

main challenges in responsible internationalisation

Articulating the structural challenges inherent in modern 
global engagement is the first step toward building resilient 
international partnerships. These challenges are no longer 
merely administrative; they are existential questions regard-
ing the role of the university in a fractured global order.

*	 Geopolitical Security & Dual Use: according to four 
Universities from EUTOPIA Alliance, there is a widening 
gap between the technical requirements of export control 
(TUD Dresden University of Technology) and research 
security (Anonymous Partner) and the more insidious 
threats of self-censorship and the instrumentalisation of 
academic partnerships by non-like-minded states (VUB, 
Anonymous Partner).

*	 Equity, Interdependent Sovereignty, & the Global South: While 
resource imbalances remain a primary difficulty (global 
partner), a more sophisticated challenge involves building 
“interdependent sovereignty.” Institutions must build sover-
eign research capability through international engagement, 
not despite it, to avoid over-dependence on external part-
nerships (global partners). This is further complicated by 
the dominance of English-centric models, which can stifle 
local capacity building and multilingualism (Partner 8).

*	 The Green and Social RI Pillar: Beyond security, RI now 
encompasses a “Green/Social” pillar, where institutions 
struggle to harmonise international mobility targets with 
sustainability goals and the creation of SDG-focused study 
programs (TUD Dresden University of Technology).
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*	 Administrative & Cultural Hurdles: The operational efficacy 
of RI is currently throttled by a “front-line” gap: the diffi-
culty of reaching individual researchers and PhD students—
rather than just senior leadership—with awareness-raising 
activities (Anonymous Partner). This is exacerbated by mis-
aligned Intellectual Property (IP) rules and data protection 
frameworks across borders (Global Partner, Global Partner, 
Anonymous Partner).

These challenges signal a profound shift from tra-
ditional academic cooperation to high-stakes “Science 
Diplomacy.” This is no longer just about research quality; 
it is about institutional autonomy. When geopolitical ten-
sions begin to dictate the terms of engagement, the lack 
of a unified RI framework becomes a strategic liability. 
Universities are now forced to operate as sophisticated 
international actors, balancing the global dissemination of 
knowledge with the protection of sovereign interests.

The diversity and scale of these obstacles suggest that 
individual institutional responses are insufficient, demand-
ing a transition toward coordinated operational strategies.

operational pathways and multi-stakeholder responses

Moving RI from policy theory to operational reality 
requires the “pooling of resources” and a rigorous “struc-
tural alignment” of administrative functions.

The main operational responses mentioned were knowl-
edge sharing & resource pooling; structural & governance 
innovation; standardisation of norms and silo breaking. 

An example of this operational dimension of responsi-
ble Internationalisation is provided by the integration of 
the fair partnerships paradigm into the work of universities 
and their relations with their partners. One of the articles 
in this special issue, by Svetlik, addresses this topic through 
the example of universities in the Balkans. NOVA has also 
followed this path, recognising the importance of fairness 
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in partnerships, particularly with partners in the Global 
South. One of its research centres, Global Health and 
Tropical Medicine (GHTM), has adopted “fair research 
partnerships” as a cross-cutting theme and has continued 
the work of COHRED, particularly by updating and val-
idating the RFI self-assessment tool, and developing RFI 
indicators and a monitoring system. 

By institutionalising these pathways, alliances move 
beyond “Internationalisation by invitation” toward a 
model of “Structural Inclusion.” This shift ensures that 
RI standards are not imposed unilaterally but are co-cre-
ated with global partners, making the resulting research 
architecture more resilient to geopolitical shocks and eth-
ically grounded in mutual interest. European University 
Alliances (EUAs) serve as the primary vehicle for imple-
menting these systemic changes.

the strategic role of european university alliances

EUAs occupy a unique position as “norm-setters” and 
“ambassadors” for RI, bridging the gap between local in-
stitutional realities and high-level European policy. A set of 
specific roles for EUAs has been identified:

�. 	 Lobbying and Advocacy: Alliances provide the collective weight 
necessary to lobby for EU-level funding for critical social RI 
initiatives, such as support for scholars and students at risk 
(TUD Dresden University of Technology).

�.	 Translation & Guidance: EUAs must act as translators, convert-
ing dense EU requirements into concrete, institutional “how-
to” guides and seminars that are accessible to the “front-line” 
research community (Anonymous Partner, Global Partner)

�.	 Multilateral Diplomacy:  In an increasingly multipolar age, 
EUAs serve as critical fora for maintaining risk-aware open-
ness. They provide the necessary channels for reconciliation 
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and scientific communication when formal political tensions 
ease (VUB).

�.	 Decentralising the Hub-and-Spoke Model:  As countries like 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Japan, Korea, and India 
associate with Horizon Europe, EUAs must actively prevent 
the reproduction of exclusionary “hub-and-spoke” models. 
This requires bringing non-EU voices into alliance govern-
ance as structural participants rather than observers (Global 
Partner).

The failure to adapt EUA governance to include non-
EU partners is not merely an administrative oversight; it 
is a strategic liability. If alliances remain Eurocentric, they 
risk the fragmentation of the Horizon Europe ecosystem. 

Science diplomacy has become an increasingly impor-
tant dimension of higher education, particularly within 
the framework of the EUAs, which seek to strength-
en transnational cooperation, foster innovation, and 
promote shared European values through integrated 
education and research. By bringing together students, 
researchers, and institutions across national borders, 
European University Alliances create environments in 
which intercultural dialogue, mutual understanding, and 
collaborative problem-solving are embedded in academic 
life, as synthesised by Piaget’s article in this special issue. 
These competencies are essential not only for advancing 
scientific excellence but also for preparing graduates to 
address global challenges through international coop-
eration. In this context, educational initiatives such as 
NOVA University’s Ideas Club course, introduced in 2020 
and featured in this special issue, encourage critical reflec-
tion, democratic engagement, and the respectful exchange 
of diverse perspectives. As such, they contribute directly to 
the broader ambitions of science diplomacy, reinforcing 
universities as key actors in building resilient, inclusive, 
and knowledge-based societies.
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The strategic value of EUAs lies in their ability to host 
peer exchanges between associating countries, ensuring 
that the global research architecture is built on shared 
norms rather than "internationalisation by invitation.”

This leads to the final synthesis of the institutional re-
quirements for a secure and open research future.

synthesising the future of responsible 
internationalisation

The future of international research depends on the sec-
tor’s ability to harmonise global ambitions with sovereign 
security responsibilities. RI is no longer a peripheral com-
pliance task; it is the connective tissue of modern Science 
Diplomacy. For Responsible Internationalisation to be 
effectively implemented, it must be supported by adequate 
funding mechanisms, meaningful incentives, clear political 
commitment, and coherent institutional, national, and in-
ternational policy frameworks.

Responsible Internationalisation is the essential bridge 
between the need for global collaboration and the reality 
of national interests. By leveraging the collective power of 
university alliances, the sector can ensure that scientific 
exchange remains a robust, secure, and equitable pillar of 
global diplomacy.

The European University Alliances are today the lab-
oratory of a new academic diplomacy. For the post-2027 
horizon, as signalled by DG EAC (Soanes, 2025), the con-
tinuity of political and financial support will depend on the 
ability of these alliances to present a robust narrative of 
strategic impact. It is crucial to recognise the pragmatic re-
ality: global partners are often self-funded and will, there-
fore, be selective in their ways of engagement, prioritising 
initiatives that offer tangible mutual value.

EUTOPIA must position itself not only as a mobility 
network but also as an entity that sets global standards of 
integrity.
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Towards a Responsible  
Internationalisation Position:  
A perspective from the Global South 

sarah van der westhuizen 
stellenbosch university 

In this article, an attempt is made to reflect on a respon-
sible internationalisation journey undertaken by a partic-
ipant from the Global South 1. The position is modest in 
that the hope is to merely sketch out possible options and 
ideas, to inform the current debate surrounding responsi-
ble internationalisation (RI) with the aim to make it more 
inclusive, in terms of norms, concepts and participants. 

The position and experiences presented here are not 
a completed journey, but ongoing. We will start with a 
short contextual overview of the RI debate, followed by 
a short interval focusing on general matters that need to 
be considered to ensure a more inclusive debate, and then 
lastly a short, albeit limited, case study on Stellenbosch 
University’s RI journey from the perspective of its inter-
national office.

 

1.	 The term “Global South” (and “Global North”) is used very carefully 
here.  As Bull and Banik (2025: p. 196 - 201) point out, a person can at least 
identify five different understandings linked to the concept of the “Global 
South”, and there is no clear agreement on the so-called correct under-
standing/meaning of it. In some cases, it refers to “developing countries”, 
or to geographic regions, or to specific political groupings or associations. 
These multiple meanings should be recognised, and an attempt should be 
made not to make essentialist or overarching general claims. But even so, as 
Kapfudzaruwa (2025: p. 495) argues, the “Global South” and the “Global 
North” are useful “meta-categories” to help us make sense of the world.
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Contextual Overview

Reference points are important, specifically in the 
global narrative surrounding RI.  Currently, many of 
the reference points come from the Global North, and 
especially Europe. This is evident in governments asking 
for the development of guidelines for RI, such as is the 
case with various Nordic countries, and the European 
Commission making recommendations on enhancing 
research security and referring explicitly to RI in council 
recommendations. 2 

Because it is such an important debate that can be im-
pactful on so many levels due to global interdependencies, 
Global South perspectives on the topic and participation 
in the debate are needed. The negative outcomes of the 
debate can lead to a place of less or more constricted global 
collaboration with further negative repercussions, which 
we should try to prevent. The statement of The Guild 
(2023) aptly frames this: “We should therefore refrain from 
adopting policies that inadvertently impact the capacity 
of the research community to address shared global chal-
lenges.” They continue that “the risks of collaboration vs 
the risks of non-collaboration” should be balanced and 
carefully evaluated. 

Before we continue, we should ask ourselves why RI 
has become so important in the last few years. A shift in 
geopolitics and the movement towards a multipolar world 
have partly contributed to the conditions that led to this 
discussion in its current form. Shih (2023: p. 3) continues: 
“[SS1] …the conditions for global research have changed 
significantly because of increased geopolitical tensions. 
The relatively open research landscape since the end of the 
Cold War has become more strained due to increased con-
cerns about illicit technology transfer, foreign influence, 

2.	 See Proposal for a Council recommendation on enhancing research securi-
ty (Brussels, 24.1.2024 COM(2024) 26 final).
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and weakened national competitiveness. Frictions have in-
tensified over the past decade and have been shaped by the 
economic and security-related policies pursued by coun-
tries and regions such as the United States (US), China, 
the EU, Russia, Japan, and the United Kingdom.” 3

One can argue that International Higher Education 
has become a contested site, or at least a site where the fall-
out of geopolitics is clear. Huang et al. (2025: p. 6) say: “… 
geopolitical disruptions have reframed IHE as a contested 
and strategic policy field.” Accordingly, De Wit and Glass 
(2024) argue that the above has led to the situation where 
RI, and maybe internationalisation as a concept in gener-
al, has taken on a “political interpretation”.  They state: 
“… geopolitical tensions and security concerns have led to 
an evolution in the term ‘responsible.’ The key difference 
is that ‘responsible’ is now framed in political terms, not 
societal ones, and focused on knowledge security rather 
than exchange and cooperation.”

Responding to complexity through RI

Tommy Shih has done significant work on RI, and his 
work serves as a main reference point for this article. His 
engagement regarding RI, as he points out, is set against 
the background of an expanding set of norms, including 
research integrity, academic freedom, openness, research 
excellence, research ethics, research security, and science 

3	 Schwaag Serger and Shih (2024: p. 9): “Three key factors drive this change. 
First, several developments converge to slow down, even reverse, the con-
tinuous and perhaps historically unprecedented increase in international 
exchanges and interlinkages which has characterised the second half of the 
20th century and beginning of the 21st century. Second, we are seeing a 
shift from a system dominated by the Western world — in terms of econom-
ic, military, scientific but also ‘soft’ power — towards a system where power, 
rather than being heavily concentrated among a few OECD countries, is 
being redistributed (Marginson, 2022). Third, the return of nationalism and 
authoritarianism on a grand scale, combined with the rise of polarisation, 
both between and within countries and regions, has increased pressures, 
and incentives, to prioritise national interests”.
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diplomacy. Although this growing list of norms is brought 
to the foreground by the rising complexity in the world 
and attempts to manage it, it can ironically lead to further 
complexity. This is evident in the following aspects:

*	 how the norms are informed: Shih (2025: p. 847) 
raises a valid concern that some of these norms may 
be motivated by “unilateral views and zero-sum logic,” 
and RI seeks to address this.  Such informed norms 
can attempt to become global norms or standards, even 
though they represent only the interests of a small re-
gion of the world. 

*	 so-called contradictory norms: The expanding list 
of norms can also be conflicting in many cases. Shih 
(2023: p.4) asks: “… how can research excellence and 
openness be maintained when the securitisation of 
research is increasing and limiting the span of collabo-
rative networks?”  (And sometimes the one contradic-
tory norm is used (rightly or not) as a precondition for 
another contradictory norm; for example, heightened 
securitisation to ensure academic freedom.)

*	 different types of responsibility at play: Different 
types of responsibility are at play in terms of RI, which, 
in some cases, further adds to the complexity of the 
situation. Lenk (2022: p. 18-20) refers to a variety of 
types of responsibility, including role, professional or 
task responsibility, and responsibility for institutional 
action. In many cases, researchers and academics must 
manage a layered set of responsibilities based on their 
roles and functions. Their responsibility is not only in 
their professional capacity but also as representatives 
of an institution, and if their institution is a public 
one, being an employee of the state can be difficult 
to manage. Lenk (p. 23) says: “In most cases, even 
in the case of engineers and scientists — especially in 
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applied research — responsibility refers to specific roles 
and often to conflicts between such roles, duties, and 
expectations and their various responsibilities, and to 
corresponding distributional issues.”

*	 strategic ambiguity: Schwaag Serger and Shih (p.16) 
refer to the term “… ‘strategic ambiguity’ regarding 
international academic relations and collaborations.” 4 
Different policy objectives within the different arms 
of the government, and other non-governmental 
stakeholders (such as funders), can be conflicting, for 
example. 5

Due to increased complexity in the world and the 
danger of “unilateral views and zero-sum logic”, there is 
a risk of moving toward over-legislation, securitisation, 
and compliance. To sidestep this, Shih’s work advocates 

4.	 Schwaag Serger and Shih (2024: p. 16-17): “First, ambiguity can be unin-
tentional or intentional. The former arises when the government does not 
speak with one voice — in other words different ministries convey conf lict-
ing messages, for example the ministry of trade promoting trade with a 
certain country, while the ministry of security cautions against interaction 
with the same country.” Schwaag Serger and Shih continue: “Second, gov-
ernment is not the only source of strategic ambiguity: we also see ambiguity 
emanating from research funders and academia itself. Third, and perhaps 
most importantly, strategic ambiguity should not be seen as something 
necessarily bad that should be eliminated. It is also not unique to interna-
tional scientific collaboration. There are many examples where actors must 
balance and manage a variety of objectives, which potentially conf lict with 
each other, for example, when the government asks its agencies to provide 
good public service while at the same time practising budgetary restraint 
and avoiding overreach.”

5.	 In the Policy Framework for Internationalisation of Higher Education in 
South Africa (2019), the principles of internationalisation are outlined. One 
such principle could be an example of a principle containing “strategic 
ambiguity”: “Academic freedom and national interests: Academic freedom of 
higher education institutions to establish partnerships with foreign partners 
of their choice is acknowledged and respected. However, higher education 
institutions are expected to take into account the views, practices and track 
record on human rights of those countries and institutions, as well as na-
tional priorities in foreign relations determined by the government of South 
Africa.”
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for a more reflective position with envisioned agency for 
researchers and practitioners. Accordingly, the focus is 
on RI, rather than research security: “By focusing on 
responsibility rather than compliance, there are more 
opportunities for a researcher to take ownership of issues 
related to one’s own research activities. This aligns with 
the principle of academic freedom (2023: p.10).”  He does 
not disregard the importance of research security, but it 
has its place and time, as shown in the figure below by 
Schwaag Serger and Shih (2024: p. 36).                  

Figure 1: Responsible Internationalisation as proposed by Shih

Figure 1 shows the spectrum between RI and research 
security. The grey area is where most international collab-
orations take place, and the black area refers to possible 
collaborations that are clearly illegal or unethical (for 
example, ethics dumping). As we move toward the darker 
areas of grey, the different facets of international collab-
oration become more complex, requiring more careful 
consideration.  Figure 1 can also provide guidance on how 
to think about the collaboration between an international 
office and a research office at an institution dealing with 
these matters, especially when RI and research security 
overlap.
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To conclude this section, it is appropriate to refer to 
Shih’s (2025: p. 848) working definition of RI: “Responsible 
internationalisation focuses on the discretionary responsi-
bilities that researchers have when building international 
relationships. This means that researchers need to develop 
their ability to reflect on contextual factors so that a com-
plex portfolio of risks encountered when national borders 
are crossed can be proactively and realistically managed. 
For responsible practices to be effective, they also need to 
be co-created in relationships, rather than representing 
the expectations of one side only.”  

Towards a more inclusive debate

Before reflecting on and sharing the responsible inter-
nationalisation journey of Stellenbosch University, it is 
important to take a short pause to consider three matters. 

Definition of “internationalisation” used: The defini-
tion of “internationalisation” which RI uses or is based 
on is not discussed or interrogated within the current RI 
debate. This is problematic because one of the most fre-
quently used definitions of internationalisation is based on 
concepts and assumptions that perpetuate power relations, 
dependencies, and Western centrism, argues Marginson 
(2023). If this is not interrogated, RI can perpetuate what 
is embedded in the definition of internationalisation used. 
In most cases, the default definition (with various updates) 
used today is the definition created by Jane Knight, or, as 
Marginson (2023: p. 6) calls it, the DO Internationalisation 
definition. The Jane Knight definition Marginson refers to 
is: “Internationalisation at the national, sector and institu-
tional levels is defined as the process of integrating an in-
ternational, intercultural or global dimension into the pur-
pose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education.” 6

6.	 Marginson (2023: p. 9): “The DO Internationalisation in one or anoth-
er version has been explicitly adopted by the Organisation of Economic 
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There are three specif ic points of critique that 
Marginson (2023: p. 9-10) provides in terms of this defini-
tion, but for the purpose of this article, the focus is on the 
third critique: “Third, the definition reinforces unequal 
power in higher education. It is non-relational and Euro-
American (Western) centric. The sharpest criticism is from 
non-Western countries for whom Western-led internation-
alisation negates rather than enhances their potential as 
agents.” Taking this into consideration, as noted above, 
norms and definitions can be informed by unilateral goals, 
power relations, and understandings, and we need to be 
aware of this. Shih would argue that RI is a way to counter 
this, but if the internationalisation definition being used as 
part of RI is tainted in the same way, will this not lead to 
the same eschewed outcome?  In an affiliated manner, De 
Wit and Glass (2025) ask: “Who defines what is responsible 
practice, and what is open and closed?” They continue: 
“Is the new approach to responsible internationalisation 
about protecting national interests, competitiveness and 
liberal democratic values not a new form of internationali-
sation as a Western paradigm?”  To be fair, Shih attempts 
to address this matter by including in the definition of RI, 
an aspect of reciprocal relationships and co-creation: “For 
responsible practices to be effective they also need to be 
co-created in relationships, rather than representing the 
expectations of one side only.” 7

Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2007, p. 23), numerous govern-
ments, especially in the West, associations representing universities like the 
International Association of Universities, American Council on Education 
(e.g. ACE 2015), Universities UK and others. It is often quoted in the web-
sites of Euro-American universities, and some universities elsewhere, where 
they present their international programmes.”

7.	 To be honest, Stellenbosch University also uses a contextualised version of 
this so-called DO Internationalisation definition, as do many other institu-
tions around the world. Even though the definition has reached hegemonic 
status, it is always important to be aware of what informs or underlies what 
we have come to accept at face value, so that a more critical and ref lective 
use (or rethinking) of it can be encouraged.
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Different meanings of RI: Stallivieri and Vianna 
frame the purpose of their article from 2020 as follows: 
“It analyses key points of the Internationalisation process 
and proposes five transversal dimensions to the existing 
academic-administrative models. The study outlines a 
path to follow that contemplates the so-called Responsible 
Internationalization.” (author’s emphasis) With the con-
cept of RI put forth by Stallivieri and Vianna (2020) 5 
key concepts are identified: Balance, Accountability, 
Sustainability, Inclusion and Compliance. The latter con-
cepts are developed into a roadmap for RI, as indicated 
in Figure 2 below.

Figure 2: Roadmap for Responsible Internationalisation

Stallivieri and Vianna’s article is written in the con-
text of comprehensive internationalisation and current 
academic-administrative models to ensure quality inter-
nationalisation. It is written with a wider focus. The RI 
approach discussed in the first section of the article, which 
we will find in Shih’s work, is framed against the back-
ground of research integrity and geopolitics and is written 
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with a more specific focus. These different approaches to 
and understandings of RI are not necessarily problematic; 
they do, however, show that a concept can be approached 
from different avenues and be informed and used in 
different ways. This, therefore, prompts the question of 
what can be done to ensure wider participation in the RI 
discussion, as framed by Shih and other researchers. One 
approach would be to look at the set of norms referred to 
above and make the constellation of norms or concepts 
more inclusive, including concepts that are also important 
beyond the Global North. This could be norms or con-
cepts such as fair partnerships. The inclusion of a wider 
range of norms and concepts will lead to new meanings, 
possibly a more inclusive approach and draw in a wider 
range of participants.   

Science Diplomacy and Spaces:  There is an important 
role(-s) to play for science diplomacy in the RI debate, 
whether it is for science for diplomacy, diplomacy for sci-
ence and science in diplomacy. 8 That is why events such 
as the AU-EU Dialogue on Science Diplomacy hosted on 
22 October 2025 are so important. As the work of the 
Working Group for Responsible Internationalisation of 
EUTOPIA unfolded over time, the role of science diplo-
macy as an effective and constructive engagement mech-
anism has become increasingly pertinent. In addition to 
science diplomacy, the importance of spaces for alterna-
tive voices has increased. One such example is the spaces 
created within the European Universities Alliances for 
global partners. (Stellenbosch University is a global part-
ner of EUTOPIA.) This has allowed the RI debate within 
EUTOPIA to be framed more inclusively and has helped 
foster mutual understanding (with a healthy number of 
disagreements). More such spaces for safe engagement 
should be created.

8	 See articles by Hammond and Mauduit (2025).
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A Stellenbosch University Approach

The perspective below is based on the experience of 
SU International at Stellenbosch University (SU). SU 
International’s involvement in the Working Group for 
Responsible Internationalisation within EUTOPIA has 
enabled us to reflect critically on our own partnership ap-
proaches. The participation also took place at a time when 
we were reviewing some of our own internal partnership 
documentation and helped us to frame (and redirect) some 
of our thinking.  One such document was our partnership 
framework, which was under review. 

Stellenbosch University has a formal international-
isation strategy, adopted in 2019. Even though formal 
internationalisation at SU dates back to 1993 with the es-
tablishment of the first international office, the first inter-
nationalisation strategy was only established in 2019. SU’s 
internationalisation strategy consists of 8 dimensions, and 
at the time of writing this article, a review of the strategy 
was underway. The partnership framework is part of the 
engagement dimension (one of the 8 dimensions above) 
of the internationalisation strategy and provides a frame-
work for its implementation. After an external evaluation 
of our office was concluded, one of the prompts received 
was to review the partnership framework. It’s a partial re-
view due to the ongoing internationalisation strategy re-
view. Even though it was only a partial review, it allowed 
us to implement new components, which is significant for 
a future approach to RI at Stellenbosch University. It is 
also important to note that our Research Development 
division at Stellenbosch University has also been doing 
significant work in terms of research integrity and se-
curity. 9 Future work on RI at SU should entail further 
coordinated collaboration between the two entities.

9.	 See article by Malherbe (2026).
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The partnership framework consists of three main 
sections, with additional appendices serving as further 
resources. The three main sections are:

*	 The context or ecosystem in which internationalisation 
takes place at Stellenbosch University 10;

*	 A section focusing on high-level descriptions, basic dis-
tinctions and normative considerations for partnership 
development, and

*	 Partnership categories, which describe the different 
types of partnerships we work with and their respective 
characteristics. One could say it is a type of partnership 
typology.

RI was included in two sections of the partnership 
framework: a new section called “Normative considera-
tions” and a dedicated addendum for RI, which included 
further clarifications and resources to consider.   The 
opening paragraph under the RI section under normative 
considerations states: “Currently, SU International views 
responsible internationalisation within the context of our 
own understanding of internationalisation, the SU values, 
considering the attributes SU intends to enhance and the 
SU position on Academic Freedom.” 

10.	 The metaphor of an ecosystem can be valuable for understanding the 
linkages and interdependencies of all the aspects of internationalisation. 
Gobbo and Hoff (2020: p. 28) use this metaphor successfully in their work: 
“We define a global learning ecosystem as the complex of administrative, 
academic, and cocurricular efforts and developments that promote global 
learning for faculty, staff, and students. As in a biological ecosystem, the 
global learning ecosystem would include the “nutrients” needed for sus-
tainability and the interrelationships among the constituents. The resulting 
institutions actively integrate global learning throughout their academic, 
administrative, and cocurricular efforts in order to achieve true interna-
tionalisation. This model makes global learning outcomes as important as 
other learning outcomes.”
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What was attempted from the start was to embed RI 
within the SU context and make it context-relevant and 
applicable. This meant looking for relevant/context-spe-
cific cues that are important for internationalisation in 
general at SU and applicable to RI, and then co-devel-
oping them further through an RI lens.  For example, as 
a public institution, we have the important mandate of 
serving society. As an African institution, we also need 
to pay attention to the continental sustainability agenda 
by benchmarking our work against the African Union 
Agenda 2063.  In a sense, the set of norms Shih referred to 
above was contextualised with norms (for example, being a 
public good and sustainability) that are also important for 
SU as an African institution. It does not mean discarding 
the existing set of norms (Academic freedom, for example, 
is a key norm to consider with RI), but to add norms that 
are unique to Stellenbosch University’s context and, in a 
sense, tint the other set of norms, which are used beyond 
Africa and globally, to create a contextualised RI constel-
lation or juxtaposition. 

This also meant that a wider range of themes was dis-
cussed under the RI topic. Research integrity, security and 
ethics are still key themes, but also: 

*	 International student integration
*	 Fair partnerships
*	 Engaging with partners from countries involved in ge-

opolitical conflicts
*	 International student recruitment – balancing with 

national requirements
*	 Considerations regarding the direct military use of 

research collaboration findings
*	 Human rights violations

An attempt was made not to get stuck on the definition 
of the RI, but to move to a place where it is not just about 
RI as a two-word noun phrase, but also a two-word verb 
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phrase, namely to “internationalise responsibly”. An at-
tempt was made to say that to internationalise responsibly, 
for example, we need to consider our institutional values. If 
we are not acting in line with our values as an institution, 
SU is not internationalising responsibly. It helped us move 
RI from a merely conceptual matter (which is also impor-
tant) to a matter of reflective praxis.

RI was also positioned between two key partner-
ship development flag posts for Stellenbosch University 
International, namely the idea of a transactional-trans-
formation scale in terms of partnerships and the general 
concept of fair partnerships. Linking RI with fair partner-
ships was significant. As indicated above, in most current 
RI discussions, power relations, equity, and reciprocity are 
not fully discussed. By framing RI against the backdrop 
of fair partnerships, we were able to include these aspects 
and give RI a more inclusive meaning. For example, under 
fair partnerships, two types of fairness are included: pro-
cedural fairness (who determines the process, agenda, and 
the decisions that flow from it?) and equitable fairness (eq-
uitable sharing and contribution of resources). We believe 
including these elements in the RI discussion will make 
the overall discussion more meaningful. 

In addition to the intentional RI work that has been 
done and is still underway within our partnership frame-
work and internationalisation strategy documents, two 
other activities should also be highlighted that contributed 
(directly and indirectly) to the RI discussion/framing at 
Stellenbosch University. 

The development of the reflective capacity of research-
ers and internationalisation practitioners and facilitators in 
general, as described by Shih above, is also very important 
to us. An attempt is being made to develop this reflective 
awareness by raising university staff’s awareness of their 
role as internationalisation facilitators at Stellenbosch 
University. This is done through various staff internation-
alisation initiatives rolled out by SU International. For 
example, workshops and presentations are held for newly 
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appointed lecturers and PASS staff, underlining their role 
as international facilitators. 

Lastly, the role of international stakeholder engagement 
for internationalisation within IHE has also become more 
important at our office. International stakeholder engage-
ment goes beyond bilateral university partnerships and 
includes a wider range of stakeholders, such as the diplo-
matic corps, government, and associated organisations, as 
well as specific activities such as SDG advocacy. Building 
out our capacity in this area has allowed us to engage in 
RI beyond traditional bilateral university channels. Lastly, 
steps are also afoot to strengthen our competencies and 
work in science diplomacy. 

To conclude this section, it is important to note that 
all the initiatives outlined above are still ongoing. The 
measure of success of our attempts to include RI in our 
internationalisation thinking at SU would be to see how 
it is reflected in our newly reviewed internationalisation 
strategy and how it becomes embedded within daily prac-
tice, as a RI reflective praxis.

Closing comments

This modest article attempts to reflect on the impor-
tant RI debate from a Global South perspective. We have 
shown what may be absent from the current RI debate, 
and by reflecting on Stellenbosch University’s experience 
(and its own blind spots), we sketch possible ways to pro-
ceed to make RI more applicable and context-specific to 
an institution in the Global South. 
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abstract

This article examines the transformation of Science Diplomacy in 
the context of a shifting global order marked by increasing geopolitical 
competition and fragmentation. Moving beyond earlier conceptions 
of Science Diplomacy as a primarily cooperative endeavour, it illus-
trates that the field is now characterised by the coexistence of two 
intertwined strands: one oriented toward the pursuit of global public 
goods, and another embedded within strategies of state power and 
technological sovereignty. This duality reflects broader changes in 
the international system, which is increasingly defined by multipo-
larity and geopolitical tensions. Against this backdrop, the article 
explores the role of universities as key actors in Science Diplomacy, 
highlighting their growing “actorness” in structuring international 
collaboration and sustaining transnational scientific relations. It argues 
that Responsible Internationalisation offers a necessary framework for 
navigating the tensions between openness and security, cooperation 
and competition that now shape international academic engagement. 
Drawing on the work of EUTOPIA’s Responsible Internationalisation 
Working Group and Responsible Internationalisation Summit, the 
article identifies three operational pathways: responsible partnerships, 
responsible research, and responsible knowledge and technology trans-
fer. Through these, it explores how principles of fairness, proportion-
ality, and social responsibility can be embedded into practice. While 



responsible internationalisation58

not magically resolving the inherent contradictions of contemporary 
Science Diplomacy, Responsible Internationalisation is presented as a 
pragmatic approach that helps preserve the conditions for meaningful 
cooperation and contributes to sustaining a rules-based international 
order in an increasingly contested world.

Introduction

It has been one hundred years since the Mussolini 
regime imprisoned the Italian political thinker Antonio 
Gramsci. He would die in captivity eleven years later, but 
not before producing the Prison Notebooks, a collection of 
reflections that has since become one of the most influential 
bodies of political thought of the twentieth century. Among 
its most cited lines is the observation that “La crisi consiste 
appunto nel fatto che il vecchio muore e il nuovo non può nascere: 
in questo interregno si verificano i fenomeni morbosi più svariati,” 
(Gramsci, 1975, p. 311) popularly paraphrased in English 
as “The old world is dying, and the new world struggles to 
be born: now is the time of monsters.”

A century after Gramsci wrote these words, the sen-
timent resonates with a renewed force. The rules-based 
international order that has structured global governance 
since the end of the Second World War is showing in-
creasing signs of strain. Institutions and norms that once 
appeared relatively stable under Western hegemony are 
now being contested or reinterpreted. Geopolitical rivalry 
has returned as a defining feature of international relations. 
In place of the perceived cooperative multilateralism that 
characterised much of the post-Cold War period, a more 
fragmented and transactional landscape is taking shape. 
Strategic competition increasingly shapes economic, tech-
nological, and scientific relations. Meanwhile, multipolarity 
is emerging in the form of competing centres of power pur-
suing different visions of order.

Examining the current function of Science Diplomacy 
requires an understanding of this shift. International 
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scientific collaboration has not always served as an im-
partial conduit for communication or been shielded 
from power politics. However, when the idea of Science 
Diplomacy became popular in the early 2000s, it was most-
ly presented in more positive terms, as a field that could 
maintain collaboration even in the event that official 
diplomatic routes failed (Royal Society, 2010). This was a 
reflection of faith in science’s ability to bridge political gaps 
through the universality and transparency of the scientific 
method. Alas, it is increasingly difficult to cast science in 
this role today. Scientific cooperation is becoming more 
intertwined with strategic issues as developing technologies 
become essential to national security, military prowess, and 
economic prosperity.

This change highlights an increasing conflict between 
two approaches to Science Diplomacy: the globalist and 
the statist.1 On the one hand, the pursuit of global public 
goods, which is based on the principles of cooperation and 
shared knowledge, is still linked to Science Diplomacy. 
However, Science Diplomacy is becoming more and more 
integrated into technological sovereignty and state power 
agendas. This latter approach puts pressure on science’s 
universality and runs the risk of changing diplomacy’s fo-
cus from collaboration to conflict management. 

The implications of these growing tensions for uni-
versities, whose missions are inherently grounded in 
openness to the world, are profound. The question is how 
universities, as important actors in Science Diplomacy, 
can operate in the current age of geopolitical turbulence 
without losing their cooperative foundations. This is where 
Responsible Internationalisation becomes particularly rel-
evant. Responsible Internationalisation can be understood 
as an approach to global engagement that seeks to ensure 
international cooperation is conducted in ways that are 

1.	 The wording of this dichotomy can be accredited to Pierre-Bruno Ruffini 
in a presentation delivered at the Politecnico di Milano, March, 2026.
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equitable, ethically grounded, risk-aware, and mutually 
beneficial. It balances openness with legitimate consider-
ations of security, responsibility, and societal impact (Shih 
et al., 2020; European Commission, 2024). Unlike tradi-
tional approaches to international scientific cooperation, 
which have often prioritised the expansion of mobility 
and collaboration as ends in themselves, Responsible 
Internationalisation places greater emphasis on the quality, 
reciprocity, and wider consequences of international en-
gagement. Rather than assuming openness or defaulting to 
restriction, Responsible Internationalisation offers a way to 
navigate the tensions between collaboration and security, 
between global engagement and strategic caution.

This article examines how Science Diplomacy is being 
reshaped in an increasingly geopoliticised world and ex-
plores how principles of Responsible Internationalisation 
can guide its path forward, helping sustain cooperation, steer 
Science Diplomacy toward the global common good, and 
contribute to maintaining a rules-based international order. 
It proceeds in three steps. First, it examines the reconfigu-
ration of the global order and the challenges this poses for 
international academic cooperation. Second, it analyses how 
Science Diplomacy itself is being transformed under these 
conditions with a particular focus on universities as Science 
Diplomacy actors. Third, it explores how frameworks for 
Responsible Internationalisation developed by EUTOPIA’s 
Responsible Internationalisation Working Group, encom-
passing responsible partnerships, responsible research, and 
responsible knowledge transfer, can help navigate these 
tensions. It argues that this can steer Science Diplomacy 
towards more cooperative and globally beneficial outcomes.

Geopolitical Reconfiguration and the Challenge to Internationalisation

The world that emerged at the turn of the century is 
very different from the one that exists today. The End of 
History (Fukuyama, 1992) optimism that followed the end 
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of the Cold War persisted in the early 2000s. The United 
States and its Western allies supported a rules-based order 
that gave the impression that the international system was 
essentially unipolar. However, this order has gradually de-
teriorated over the last 20 years. 

This change has been influenced by a number of shocks. 
An era in which security concerns increasingly took prec-
edence over liberal freedoms was ushered in by the 11 
September 2001 attacks. The legitimacy of international 
norms was further damaged by the Iraq War, which was 
started without a mandate from the UN Security Council. 
Meanwhile, trust in collective governance has been under-
mined by increasing paralysis within multilateral institu-
tions, which is especially evident in frequent instances of 
Security Council deadlock (Wang, 2025). The global finan-
cial crisis undermined confidence in economic governance 
and institutions (Roth, 2009). And while the COVID-19 
pandemic revealed the limitations of technocratic author-
ity and the brittleness of international cooperation, it also 
accelerated the dissemination of false information and con-
spiracy theories via digital channels (Rocha et al., 2023). 

Simultaneously, the emergence of competing diplomatic 
configurations has caused the landscape of international 
cooperation to become more fragmented. These days, in-
formal groupings such as the G7 and BRICS+ serve as par-
allel forums for coordination and frequently offer diverging 
visions of global order (Freddy & Thomas, 2023). The idea 
of a more diverse and contentious international system 
is strengthened by the increasing prominence of these 
alternative forums, sometimes at the expense of the UN. 
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine marked a dramatic 
turning point that both intensified the perception of an in-
ternational order moving toward multipolar disorder and 
crystallised the return of large-scale war on the European 
continent.

These changes have sped up the shift to a more disput-
ed and fragmented international system. A more openly 
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multipolar environment has replaced the rules-based order 
that was previously supported by multilateral forums, com-
mon norms, and a broad consensus around democracy and 
market capitalism. Nowadays, competing powers (both 
states and polarised populist forces within them) aim to 
change the system fundamentally as well as gain influence 
within it (Destradi & Vüllers, 2024). The time of monsters 
has returned.

To make sense of this, Alexander Stubb, an academ-
ic and diplomat who is currently serving as President of 
Finland, offers a useful analytical lens in his 2026 book, 
The Triangle of Power: Rebalancing the World Order. Stubb con-
ceptualises the emerging global order as structured around 
three broad geopolitical groupings.

First, the Global West comprises liberal democracies 
that account for roughly 15% of the world’s population but 
around half of global GDP. These states remain the prima-
ry custodians of the post-1945 international order. Second, 
the Global East, which includes countries such as China, 
Russia, Iran, and North Korea, represents approximately 
20% of the global population and economy. These actors 
increasingly seek to reshape existing norms, rules, and 
institutions in ways that reflect more authoritarian models 
of governance. Third, the Global South encompasses a 
diverse set of over 120 countries, representing more than 
half of the world’s population but less than a quarter of 
global economic output. While heterogeneous, these states 
share a common concern, namely limited agency within 
the current system and a desire for greater representation 
and influence.

These three groupings form what Stubb describes as a 
triangle of power, with the Global South occupying a piv-
otal position. The direction in which it moves will play a 
decisive role in shaping the future trajectory of the interna-
tional order. For proponents of the rules-based system, this 
implies that engagement with the Global South is essential.

As Stubb argues:
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The Global South has remained more neutral and less en-
gaged... And it means that those of us in the West who believe 
in democracy, freedom, and cooperation cannot rest any-
more on our triumphs of the twentieth century. We cannot sit 
this new contest out. We need to engage with our colleagues 
from all corners of the globe, with new creativity and humili-
ty, to determine where shifting global forces will land (Stubb, 
2026, p. 25).

The pathway forward, in this view, lies in what Stubb 
terms values-based realism, a framework that combines 
a commitment to universal principles, such as freedom, 
fundamental rights, and international rules, coupled with 
a pragmatic recognition of global diversity. It acknowl-
edges the historical, cultural, and political specificities of 
states and regions, whilst seeking to preserve a common 
normative foundation for international cooperation (ibid, 
pp. 26-27).

The implications for international academic and sci-
entific cooperation are clear. Universities and research 
systems do not operate outside of these dynamics. They are 
embedded within them. Patterns of partnerships, collabo-
ration, and knowledge exchange are increasingly shaped by 
geopolitical considerations, as questions of trust, security, 
and strategic dependence come to the forefront (Charpin 
et al., 2024). As a result, Responsible Internationalisation is 
not simply about expanding global engagement. It is about 
navigating a more complex and contested environment in 
which cooperation must be actively managed.

The Transformation of Science Diplomacy 

The transformation of the global order is mirrored 
in the evolution of Science Diplomacy. As recent policy 
and analytical work makes clear, the field is increasingly 
shaped by a more fragmented and contested geopolitical 
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environment. As noted in the 2025 report Science Diplomacy 
in an Era of Disruption, “the geopolitical context is increas-
ingly adversarial, power is more widely distributed, and 
relationships among leading powers have become more 
competitive” (Royal Society, 2025, p.4). In this context, 
science and technology are more central to international 
politics and underpin economic growth, security, and stra-
tegic influence.

This shift has important implications for how Science 
Diplomacy is understood and practised. Earlier concep-
tualisations from earlier this century tended to emphasise 
cooperation and the capacity of science to act as a bridge 
between states (Royal Society, 2010). However, this fram-
ing is now widely recognised as incomplete or even “naïve” 
(Robinson & Olšáková, 2022). As the disruption report 
observes, there is a growing need to account for “the role 
of Science Diplomacy when science is one of the causes of 
competition or conflict rather than a tool for progress and 
peace” (Royal Society, 2025, p. 10). Scientific collaboration 
is more and more entangled with strategic rivalry, par-
ticularly in areas such as artificial intelligence, quantum 
technologies, and biotechnology. It is in these areas that 
technological leadership translates directly into geopoliti-
cal power (Popescu, 2022). Paradoxically, as strategic com-
petition drives investment toward technological leadership 
in the hard sciences, it often does so at the expense of the 
social sciences, which undermines the intellectual and nor-
mative foundations that underpin the democratic systems 
such competition is meant to defend.

The European Framework for Science Diplomacy reflects 
a similar shift. It explicitly recognises that “science and 
technology are an enabler of cooperation and dialogue, 
but also a driver of competition” (DG RTD, 2025, p. 21). 
This dual character is now central to policy thinking. On 
the one hand, Science Diplomacy continues to support the 
management of global commons and shared challenges, 
from climate change to global health. On the other, it is 
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increasingly mobilised in pursuit of competitiveness, securi-
ty, and strategic autonomy. As a result, questions of research 
security, foreign interference, and technological sovereignty 
are now integral to international scientific cooperation. The 
same framework therefore emphasises the need to “identify 
the appropriate balance between openness and restricted-
ness in international science cooperation” (ibid., p. 37).

These developments point to a fundamental reconfig-
uration of Science Diplomacy. Rather than a practice di-
rected toward cooperation, it now broadly operates across 
two strands.2 One remains directed toward the pursuit of 
global public goods, grounded in openness, collaboration, 
and shared knowledge. The other is embedded within 
strategies of state power, where science becomes a resource 
to be protected, leveraged, and at times restricted. As the 
disruption report puts it, Science Diplomacy is “one of 
many tools used to achieve the objectives of those pursuing 
statecraft” (Royal Society, 2025, p. 30).

The challenge is to navigate this tension. Science 
Diplomacy must operate in an environment where co-
operation and competition are intertwined, not mutually 
exclusive.

Science Diplomacy in Practice: Universities as Actors

If Science Diplomacy is increasingly defined by the co-
existence of a globalist strand oriented toward cooperation 
in addressing global challenges and a statist strand driven 
by competition and strategic interests, then universities 
find themselves at the centre of this tension. While they are 
sites of knowledge production, they are also key actors in 
structuring international collaboration, shaping flows of 

2.	 Or as Jean-Francois Doulet argues in his article “The Regimes of Action 
in Science Diplomacy: New Analytical Categories” in the third issue of the 
EUTOPIA Review (2025), four distinct quadrants: 1. Openness and coop-
eration; 2. Closedness and cooperation; 3. Openness and competition; 4. 
Closedness and competition.



responsible internationalisation66

people, ideas, and resources across borders. As recognised 
in the European Framework for Science Diplomacy, scien-
tific and academic institutions are important actors in the 
Science Diplomacy landscape, alongside governments and 
international organisations. This evolving role is further 
captured in the notion of a fourth dimension of Science 
Diplomacy, diplomacy in science, which highlights how 
scientific institutions, including universities, deploy diplo-
matic practices and can act as diplomatic players in their 
own right (European Commission, 2025, p. 17).3 

This understanding is further developed through the 
notion of Science Diplomacy Actorness, understood as the 
capacity of universities and university networks to actively 
participate in and shape Science Diplomacy through their 
institutional structures (Piaget & Radut-Gaghi, 2025, p. 
13). This actorness is expressed across a range of domains 
embedded in the everyday functions of universities, in-
cluding international collaborations, diplomatic partner-
ships, mobility, alumni networks, policy engagement, and 
public outreach. While much of this engagement remains 
implicit, emerging from routine academic practices, it 
nonetheless contributes to the organisation of global 
scientific relations and positions universities as actors in 
international affairs. 

This role is increasingly shaped by the tensions identi-
fied in the previous section. Universities must navigate a 
more complex environment in which collaboration is no 
longer guided solely by academic considerations, but also 
by concerns related to security, trust, and strategic align-
ment. Questions of research security are becoming more 
prominent, particularly in sensitive technological domains. 
Meanwhile, trust must be actively built and maintained, as 
it is increasingly difficult to take for granted.  

3.	 This idea was initially proposed by Van Langenhove, L. & Burgelman, J, 
(2021). “Viewpoint: Science diplomacy needs a refresh to meet contempo-
rary European needs. Science Business.
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European University Alliances provide a relevant frame-
work for managing these dynamics (Pagliarello, 2024). They 
create stable environments for cooperation while enabling 
collective reflection on emerging challenges by institution-
alising long-term collaboration across national systems. 
Meanwhile, they function as platforms for engagement 
beyond Europe, particularly with partners in the Global 
South, where issues of fairness, capacity, and co-creation 
are becoming more central. In this regard, they can be 
understood as informal diplomatic infrastructures that 
sustain dialogue and enable cooperation across different 
geopolitical contexts.

Responsible Internationalisation as a Roadmap for Science Diplomacy 

It is within this increasingly contested geopolitical envi-
ronment, where Science Diplomacy is shaped by both co-
operation and competition, and universities must navigate 
tensions between openness and security, that Responsible 
Internationalisation emerges as a necessary framework. 
Rather than retreating from global engagement, it seeks to 
structure it in a way that is both principled and pragmatic. 
This includes fostering equitable partnerships, ensuring 
that research remains open while attentive to legitimate 
security concerns, and approaching knowledge and tech-
nology transfer in ways that are socially responsible and 
context-sensitive. Responsible partnerships, responsible 
research, and responsible knowledge transfer provide 
universities and the alliances they constitute with a way to 
navigate the tensions of contemporary Science Diplomacy, 
maintaining the conditions for cooperation while acknowl-
edging the realities of an increasingly contested interna-
tional environment.

Rather than treating openness and security as opposing 
imperatives, Responsible Internationalisation seeks to bal-
ance them in a way that preserves the conditions for mean-
ingful collaboration while acknowledging the realities of 



responsible internationalisation68

geopolitical tension. Responsible Internationalisation does 
not necessarily aim to return to an earlier, more optimistic 
model of global science. More pragmatically, it aims to 
adapt its core principles to a more complex and contest-
ed world. Here we can begin to see the utility of Stubb’s 
values-based realism, which suggests that such pragmatism, 
if consistently applied, may also contribute to the salvag-
ing of a rules-based international order. This approach 
can be operationalised through three parallel paths that 
have been developed through EUTOPIA’s Responsible 
Internationalisation Working Group and expanded upon at 
the EUTOPIA Responsible Internationalisation Summit, 
held in Brussels in November, 2025. 

responsible partnerships 

Responsible partnerships are the first important path. 
The need for partnerships to shift from transactional logics 
to more fair and mutually beneficial forms of engagement 
is becoming more widely acknowledged as internation-
al collaboration spreads beyond traditional centres of 
power. This entails paying more attention to reciprocity, 
establishing a common agenda, and being aware of local 
circumstances, especially when working with partners 
from the Global South. Since unbalanced or exploitative 
relationships run the risk of eroding trust and long-term 
cooperation, fair partnerships are just as much an ethical 
issue as they are a question of efficacy. This understand-
ing is increasingly reflected in practice. For example, the 
Swedish Foundation for International Cooperation in 
Research and Higher Education (STINT) has cautioned 
that over-securitisation and disproportionate respons-
es to perceived risks can erode trust and unnecessarily 
constrain collaboration, underscoring the need for more 
calibrated approaches (Soanes, 2026, p. 10). At the insti-
tutional level, Vrije Universiteit Brussel has shifted from 
a framework of University Development Cooperation to 
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one of International Equitable Cooperation, signalling a 
move toward more reciprocal and context-sensitive en-
gagement (VUB, 2026). At the policy level, the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Education, Youth, 
Sport and Culture (DG EAC) has emphasised that interna-
tional cooperation must deliver reciprocal benefits across 
high-, middle-, and low-income countries, while cautioning 
against approaches that are either overly naïve or exces-
sively restrictive, thereby reinforcing the need to balance 
openness with fairness in partnership design (Soanes, 2026, 
p. 10). When considered collectively, these developments 
show that equitable partnerships are shifting from being 
aspirational to becoming a prerequisite for maintaining 
robust and significant international cooperation.

responsible research 

Responsible international research collaborations con-
stitute the second path. Concerns about research security, 
foreign meddling, and dual-use applications have become 
central to international cooperation as scientific knowledge 
is more closely linked to technological and strategic com-
petitiveness. Responsible Internationalisation promotes a 
balanced approach that acknowledges both the advantages 
of open science and the necessity to reduce justifiable risks, 
rather than unfettered openness or general prohibitions. 
This entails building institutional capabilities for risk 
assessment, raising awareness among researchers, and 
making sure that safety precautions are appropriate and 
do not unduly impede cooperation. The aim is to preserve 
openness as a tenet whilst incorporating it into a frame-
work that is more context-sensitive and reflective. This 
tension is increasingly visible in practice. At the EUTOPIA 
Responsible Internationalisation Summit, participants 
identified over-regulation and limitations on academic 
freedom as the most significant barriers to effective collab-
oration, followed by concerns over unethical partnerships, 
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dual-use risks, and cybersecurity, highlighting the difficulty 
of calibrating appropriate safeguards without undermining 
openness (Soanes, 2026, p. 11). Similarly, The Guild of 
European Research-Intensive Universities pointed to the 
risks of over-securitisation, noting that excessive caution 
can generate opportunity costs for sensitive research fields 
such as A.I. or genomics, while also pointing to the need 
for stronger coordination across European systems, includ-
ing shared approaches to risk mitigation and information 
exchange (Soanes, 2026, p. 12). From a Global South per-
spective, experiences at Stellenbosch University in South 
Africa illustrate a different set of challenges, where limited 
regulatory guidance and fragmented governance frame-
works can create uncertainty for researchers, sometimes 
producing a chilling effect on international collaboration, 
even as institutions remain highly dependent on global 
partnerships for research (ibid.). Viewed in aggregate, these 
dynamics imply that the future of international research 
collaboration will depend on the ability of institutions to 
embed security considerations without eliminating the 
trust and openness on which fruitful collaboration relies.

responsible knowledge transfer

Responsible knowledge and technology transfer con-
stitutes the third path. The transfer of knowledge across 
borders poses significant issues about ownership, benefit 
sharing, and societal effect as universities become more 
involved in innovation ecosystems and global value 
chains. Responsible Internationalisation underlines that 
these transfers should be viewed in terms of their wider 
ramifications rather than just their economic worth or 
competitiveness. This entails making sure that informa-
tion sharing respects local needs and capabilities, does 
not exacerbate already-existing disparities, and is in line 
with ethical principles. Following this path situates Science 
Diplomacy within the concern for the global public good, 
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extending its reach beyond national concerns. This per-
spective is increasingly reflected in emerging practices and 
policy discussions. At the European level, the European 
Commission’s Directorate-General for Research and 
Innovation is advancing initiatives on socially responsible 
licensing within the European Research Area, aiming to 
ensure that knowledge valorisation frameworks account 
for societal impact alongside commercial returns (Soanes, 
2026, p. 14). At the multilateral level, UNESCO has em-
phasised the risks of unequal knowledge extraction and 
the misuse of emerging technologies such as artificial in-
telligence and biotechnology, promoting ethical guidelines 
and open science approaches to safeguard equity, human 
rights, and mutual benefit in international collaborations 
(ibid.). From an institutional perspective, experiences 
at the Université Internationale de Rabat highlight the 
need to move beyond traditional licensing models toward 
approaches that incorporate impact readiness, including 
the involvement of civil society actors and the alignment 
of knowledge transfer with local development challenges 
(ibid). Together, these examples illustrate a growing effort 
to reorient knowledge and technology transfer toward more 
inclusive, context-sensitive, and socially grounded forms of 
international engagement.

While not offering a silver bullet to solve the tensions 
between cooperation and competition, or between open-
ness and security, the paths of responsible partnerships, 
responsible research, and responsible knowledge transfer 
provide a structured way to engage with them. Applying 
them into practice can help ensure that Science Diplomacy 
practised by universities keeps a foot on the track of co-
operation even as the circumstances in which it functions 
continue to change.

Concluding Thoughts 

Returning to Gramsci’s reflection on the interregnum, 
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the present moment in global affairs is marked by pre-
cisely the kind of instability he described a century ago. 
The structures that once underpinned international co-
operation are faltering, yet no clear alternative has fully 
emerged. In this limbo, Science Diplomacy is increasingly 
influenced by geopolitical dynamics. It oscillates between 
openness and restriction, cooperation and competition, 
reflecting the wider transformation of the international 
system.

This article has argued that Science Diplomacy is not 
disappearing in this context, but being reconfigured. It 
now operates across two intertwined strands: one oriented 
toward the pursuit of global public goods, and another em-
bedded within strategies of state power and technological 
sovereignty. This duality is not easily resolved. Rather, it 
defines the contemporary condition of Science Diplomacy 
and shapes the environment in which universities and re-
search institutions operate.

In this landscape, universities and alliances emerge 
as important actors. Through their Science Diplomacy 
actorness, they contribute to the maintenance of interna-
tional scientific relations, even as these become more com-
plex and contested. The growing recognition of a fourth 
dimension of Science Diplomacy further reinforces this 
role, highlighting how academic institutions themselves 
engage in diplomatic practices and sustain channels of 
dialogue. However, this position also requires navigating 
tensions that were previously less pronounced, particularly 
in relation to the nature of international partnerships.

It is here that Responsible Internationalisation offers 
a meaningful way forward. Providing a framework that 
balances openness with security, and embeds principles of 
fairness, responsibility, and reflexivity into international 
cooperation, enables universities and alliances to engage 
with these tensions in a structured manner. It does not 
eliminate the contradictions inherent in contemporary 
Science Diplomacy, but it helps to manage them in a way 
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that preserves the possibility of collaboration. In this re-
gard, Responsible Internationalisation can be understood 
as a practical expression of values-based realism, main-
taining a commitment to cooperation while recognising 
the diversity and complexity of the global system.

Here, it must be stated that recent political develop-
ments in the United States suggest that Stubb’s triangle of 
power may no longer fully capture the complexity of the 
emerging global order. The assumption of a relatively co-
herent Global West, anchored in shared commitments to 
norms and institutions, has become increasingly difficult 
to sustain. The present moment is marked by a deeper 
rupture in the assumptions that once structured interna-
tional relations, where “the rational actors have left the 
stage, and the old rules no longer apply” (Leng, 2026). 
This erosion of predictability complicates the transatlantic 
relations that constitute the Global West, whilst also pre-
senting implications for the ways in which different actors 
engage with the Global South. Here, Europe is presented 
with an opportunity to articulate and embody a distinct 
approach: one grounded in mutual learning, respect, and 
long-term partnership, not in coercion or short-term trans-
actionalism. European University Alliances, through their 
Science Diplomacy actorness anchored in Responsible 
Internationalisation, are particularly well positioned to 
advance this model. Embracing this through initiatives 
like the EU Global Gateway can help shape a mode of en-
gagement that remains cooperative even in an increasingly 
fragmented and uncertain international environment.

As Stubb argues, the future trajectory of the internation-
al order will be shaped to a significant extent by engage-
ment with the Global South. For those seeking to preserve a 
system grounded in rules, cooperation, and shared norms, 
this engagement must be pursued with both conviction 
and humility. Responsible Internationalisation provides a 
concrete means for universities to contribute to this effort, 
building partnerships that are fair, sensitive to context, and 
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responsive to the priorities of their counterparts. Here, to 
have a cake and eat it is reflected in supporting a form of 
global engagement that remains anchored in the principles 
that defined the post-1945 order, whilst also adapting them 
to a more plural and contested world.

The future of Science Diplomacy will not be deter-
mined solely by states or geopolitical shifts, but also by how 
institutions act within this evolving landscape. Universities 
and the alliances they constitute, as both scientific and 
diplomatic actors, have a role to play in shaping this tra-
jectory. Their capacity to sustain dialogue and engage 
meaningfully across geopolitical divides is key in ensuring 
that the emerging world order retains a commitment to co-
operation rather than a cascade into distrust and conflict. 
In this time of monsters, Responsible Internationalisation 
provides universities with a compass for ensuring that 
Science Diplomacy remains a force for cooperation rather 
than another arena of geopolitical contestation.
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abstract

This article examines the internationalisation of universities in the 
Western Balkans through the concept of fair partnership. It argues that 
fair partnership requires respect for cultural diversity, equitable collab-
oration, mutual benefit, and institutional capacity building. Drawing 
on recent policy reports and initiatives such as EUTOPIA MORE 
(2023-2026), the paper highlights the importance of policy learning, 
regional cooperation, and structured institutional support. The study 
proposes a combination of government–to–university, university–to–
university, and special tools models to achieve responsible internation-
alisation grounded in fairness, inclusivity, and long-term sustainability.

Introduction

Internationalisation has become a central strategic 
objective in higher education systems worldwide. In the 
Western Balkans, it plays a critical role in facilitating inte-
gration into the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) 
and the European Research Area (ERA). However, inter-
nationalisation is not merely a technical or administrative 
process; it is deeply embedded in questions of cultural 
diversity, equity, power relations, and access to resources.

Recent initiatives, such as the EUTOPIA MORE pro-
gramme (2023-2026), demonstrate the growing importance 
of structured cooperation and capacity building in the re-
gion. Workshops and collaborative platforms have enabled 
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universities to exchange knowledge, develop strategies, and 
strengthen institutional capacities.

This paper argues that fair partnership is a necessary 
condition for meaningful internationalisation. Without it, 
internationalisation risks reproducing structural inequali-
ties rather than addressing them.

Conceptual Framework

Internationalisation in higher education is commonly 
understood as the integration of international and inter-
cultural dimensions into teaching, research, and service 
(Knight, 2004). However, more recent approaches empha-
sise the need for responsible and equitable international-
isation (de Wit & Altbach, 2021). Fair partnership can be 
defined as a collaborative relationship in which institutions 
share responsibilities, decision-making, and benefits equi-
tably, while respecting differences in context and capacity. 
This concept is closely linked to debates on decolonising 
knowledge production and promoting inclusive global aca-
demic cooperation.

Fair partnership includes mitigating power, resources 
and knowledge asymmetries between high-income and 
low-income settings. It promotes equitable sharing of 
monetary and non-monetary benefits between partners. 
This includes culturally appropriate sharing plans with 
local upholders (Global Code of Conduct, 2018; UN, 
2015).

One of the most inclusive understandings of fair part-
nership can be found in UNESCO’s New Social Contract 
on Education (UNESCO, 2021). It states that “this new 
social contract must be grounded in human rights and 
based on principles of non-discrimination, social justice, 
respect for life, human dignity and cultural diversity. It 
must encompass the ethic of care, reciprocity, and solidari-
ty. It must strengthen education as a public endeavour and 
a common good”. 
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It seems that few policy programs meet the UNESCO 
criteria. For example, we can take the statements of the 
European Commission in its European Strategy for 
Universities (EC, 2022). One can read the following: 
“Universities promote European values globally through 
research, education and mobility, strengthening partner-
ships with regions like Africa and the Balkans… Support 
includes mobility facilitation, recognition of qualifica-
tions, and joint programs to enhance Europe’s soft power 
and global influence.”

There is a question of whether Europe really needs 
to enhance its soft power and values in other parts of the 
world, especially in non-European civilisations that nur-
ture their own value systems. Is it not clear enough that 
rising conflicts in the contemporary world are fuelled by 
the differences in value orientations, such as those between 
the Christian and Muslim cultures in North Africa, the 
Near and Middle East (Huntington, 1996)? Europe and the 
USA should stop exporting Western models of democracy 
and the organisation of societies through both hard and 
soft power, and use universities as a lever.  

European universities should not be assigned the 
pre-colonial role of missionaries. Rather, they are equal 
partners with universities worldwide. Their mission is not 
just to instruct and teach them, but to learn from them and 
seek common solutions in the fields of research, education 
and service to society. In pursuing common solutions and 
improvements, European institutions show respect for the 
cultures in which other universities are rooted. They co-
operate “in the spirit of mutual benefit and reciprocity,” 
as stated in the European Strategy for Universities (EC, 
2022). Learning from others and finding viable modes of 
peaceful coexistence among different civilisational circles is 
one of the crucial challenges in the rising multipolar world, 
and for universities as well. 

Some authors conceptualise the cultural dimension 
of internationalisation in a slightly different way ( Jones, 
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Coelen, Beelen, de Wit, 2016). They write that “while 
internationalisation is strongly connected to the globalisa-
tion of society, at the same time it is deeply embedded in 
local political, economic and social structures, systems and 
cultures… the impact of internationalisation is becoming 
more noticeable at the local level… Internationalisation is 
also about relating to the diversity of cultures”.

One can adhere to the universalism of internation-
alisation in the f ields of science and technology and in 
research methods. However, when it comes to the so-
cial sciences and humanities, to teaching and learning, 
cultural factors must be respected. The same holds for 
the third pillar of universities — service to society. The 
choice of issues to be addressed and how solutions are 
sought and implemented highly depend on local players 
and their cultural milieus. 

In the described context, the universities’ role in the 
internationalisation process is not a missionary one, with 
the primary intention of implementing their own solutions 
in developing countries. This is simply unfair. Universities 
enter this game as open learning organisations (Senge, 
1990) that continuously engage in policy learning through 
collaboration, evaluation, and exchange of experiences 
with partner universities. 

Another factor which often disrupts fair partnerships is 
power asymmetry (Luthuli et al., 2024; Choquez-Millan 
et al., 2024; Fransman, 2018). Examples include funding 
and resource control, where those with more power set 
agendas, while the less powerful serve as implementers. 
Those with money and organisational resources are 
usually the predominant decision-makers. There can be 
significant differences in knowledge and epistemic power, 
including the setting of research agendas, publication and 
excellence standards, and the choice of theoretical frame-
works. Asymmetries also often occur in research capacity 
and infrastructure, as well as in authorship and academic 
recognition. 
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Recent studies show that asymmetries in decision-mak-
ing authority, resource control, authorship, and knowledge 
production frequently position less-resourced institutions in 
subordinate roles, limiting the transformative potential of 
international cooperation (Luthuli et al., 2024; Choquez-
Millan et al., 2024; Fransman, 2018). Both cultural context 
and power asymmetries will be applied in the following 
analysis. 

Internationalisation in the Western Balkans

The Western Balkans region, including Albania, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia, represents a special 
challenge for the EU. Here, Catholic, Orthodox, Muslim, 
and Celtic cultures meet and interact through different 
languages, alphabets, religions, and related traditions and 
values. The name ‘Balkans’ denotes various divisions and 
splits which resulted in numerous open conflicts between 
the peoples and states of the region. The last one ended in 
the 1990s without reconciling all the tensions. The region 
is perceived as an entrance to Europe by some powerful 
states, such as Russia, Turkey and China, which often in-
terfere with local politics. This is why EU countries hesitate 
to admit the rest of the Western Balkans countries as full 
EU members, while Catholic Slovenia and Croatia are 
already full members. 

There is another perspective which the EU can con-
sider. By accepting all Western Balkans countries as full 
members, it would close the back door to unwanted in-
fluence from big powers in European territories. It would 
enlarge the market and share natural and human resourc-
es. It would enrich the European higher education and 
research areas. This region could serve as a field for seek-
ing and experimenting with viable solutions for peaceful 
coexistence and cooperation between different cultures. 
This is needed for managing international relations at the 
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global level and between and within countries in Europe. 
In the emerging multipolar world that faces environmen-
tal, demographic, migration and economic challenges, 
mediation and cooperation between cultures are essential 
(Köchler, 2026). 

Universities in the Western Balkans should be at the 
forefront of the integration of this region into the EU. For 
this reason, they must internationalise beyond the existing 
point. However, there are dilemmas: to what extent univer-
sities internationalise globally, to what extent they cooper-
ate with and become like their European partners, and to 
what extent they intensify cooperation among themselves, 
seeking regional synergies and preserving at least some 
essential regional specifics? Which form of internationali-
sation offers the best chance for a fair partnership? These 
dilemmas relate to the choice of an appropriate balance 
among various internationalisation models.

For the moment, Western Balkans universities face 
structural challenges. Various power asymmetries com-
pared to their Western European counterparts are obvious. 
These include limited funding, fragmented systems, uneven 
institutional and infrastructure capacities, low knowledge 
and epistemic power. These factors constrain universities’ 
ability to participate fully in international academic net-
works. They also limit opportunities for cooperation based 
on shared historical and cultural ties and common strate-
gic goals related to European integration. This applies to 
all universities in the region, although the Slovenian and 
Croatian ones are in somewhat better positions. In any 
case, their internationalisation must balance external en-
gagement with internal capacity development.

Models of Internationalisation

Assuming that internationalisation for universities pri-
marily involves their institutional learning and professional 
development through the policy cycle, various models of 
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internationalisation can be identified. In this article, we 
distinguish between the government–university model, the 
university–university model, and the specific tools model 
(Svetlik, 2025).

The government–university internationalisation mod-
el involves policy frameworks, funding mechanisms, and 
regulatory alignment, which are essential for enabling in-
ternationalisation. Either national governments or the EU 
takes the lead.

This model, in principle, represents a top-down pol-
icy-making by which the government strives to achieve 
its higher education strategic goals. It is often focused on 
specific reforms and projects, leaving little autonomy for 
universities in decision-making and maintaining tight 
control over goal attainment. In democratic environments, 
universities are involved, or at least consulted, by ministries 
during policy design, while implementation is left to the 
ministries, with public agencies assisting if needed. 

An asymmetry in power and resources is built into gov-
ernment–university relations, which can raise questions 
about a fair relationship. For instance, universities may be 
required to elaborate their international strategies without 
leaving them enough room to choose areas and methods 
of internationalisation, as well as international partners. 
There may be requirements for universities to increase 
the number of coordination roles and partnerships in 
international research projects and degree programmes, 
given insufficient financial support and insufficient support 
for relevant services. The more universities participate in 
the design of internationalisation policy, the fairer the 
relationship with the government and its agencies can be 
expected to be.

A similar pattern has been implemented at the EU level, 
where the European Commission designs certain policies 
with the involvement and consultation of national and uni-
versity representatives. It implements these policies through 
open calls and its agencies. In this case, fairness challenges 
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increase due to a genuine international situation. There is 
a relation between the EC and individual countries, as well 
as between the EC and individual universities. There are 
asymmetries in power, resources, and knowledge. 

To reduce asymmetries between institutions and ena-
ble more equitable and fair participation in international 
collaborations among Western Balkans universities and 
public administration, the pre-accession to the EU process 
has placed greater emphasis on capacity building, which 
provides valuable opportunities for knowledge exchange 
and skills development. This is a central component of 
fair partnership. The EUTOPIA Alliance also organised 
workshops focusing on university services and leadership in 
internationalisation strategies, project design, innovation, 
technology transfer, and research funding.

However, the government–university type of interna-
tionalisation is not without challenges. For instance, the 
accession countries of the Western Balkans are expected 
to align their higher education and research systems with 
the European higher education and research areas without 
enough attention to their traditions and cultural specifics. 
Western Balkans universities are given access to EC calls 
under the same terms as their Western European partners, 
although they have much less money and expertise to 
compete with them. When European experts come to the 
Western Balkans accession countries and their universities 
to assist with capacity building, they are often not familiar 
with the local social situation, traditions, and culture. They 
too often build on their home experiences or experiences 
gained in the third world. When Western Balkans univer-
sities participate in international research projects and de-
gree programs, they often cannot incorporate local issues.

The internationalisation of Western Balkans univer-
sities takes place primarily in line with universal science 
and higher education principles and in the direction of 
the Europeanisation of the region’s higher education and 
research. This is undoubtedly in the interest of the involved 
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countries and institutions. However, regional specifics are 
not recognised or valued enough as a means to increase 
synergy for the EU and the region.

The university–university model includes bilateral 
agreements, networks, and alliances that facilitate knowl-
edge exchange and joint activities between universities.

This is a bottom-up collaboration among universities 
of equal status within networks based on mutual agree-
ments. It serves the needs of members, which broadly in-
clude circulation of knowledge and experiences and joint 
activities, such as exchange of students and staff, joint 
educational programmes leading towards joint or double 
degrees, joint research projects, training of staff, sharing 
of research equipment and other facilities, study visits, 
placements, conferences, seminars and summer schools. 
This model of collaboration tends towards a holistic ap-
proach that covers various university functions and the 
phases of the policy cycle. 

The oldest model of interuniversity cooperation is 
bilateral agreements. They are often international and 
seldom strategic. Usually, they are initiated bottom-up 
and can count to several hundred agreements at larger 
universities. Unfortunately, they are rather unstable and 
frequently become inactive or cease when initiators–chairs 
of departments, deans, rectors, project leaders, etc., change 
their positions. They can be general or focused on specific 
areas of universities’ activities, depending on the initiators. 
Therefore, there has been a need for a more systematic, 
selective, long-term and stable mode of inter-university 
cooperation. Many universities decided to concentrate on 
fewer partnerships, which can be more strategic. 

From the perspective of fair partnership, bilateral 
agreements are not problematic. Partners usually decide 
to collaborate because of cultural compatibility, mutual 
interests, and the sharing of benefits. They easily choose 
locally relevant areas of collaboration. Bilateral agreements 
are expected between universities without substantial 



responsible internationalisation86

power asymmetries. However, some asymmetries, such 
as knowledge and epistemic capacity, and infrastructure 
asymmetries, can serve as a starting point for collaboration 
and synergy-seeking. In the event of any difficulty, partners 
can easily descale collaboration.

European universities have created a wide higher edu-
cation space through the establishment and operation of 
about a dozen and a half university networks. This space 
is highly diversified and fragmented, as are the networks 
themselves. However, from the perspective of individu-
al universities, this can be an advantage if they are not 
overloaded with too many contacts. Such a space offers 
a better choice for learning, sharing of experiences, and 
synergy-seeking among universities of different profiles 
and development ambitions. A closer look at the structure 
and programmes of university networks reveals their fo-
cus on the creation, implementation, dissemination, and 
evaluation of university policies across various university 
functions. Their learning resembles benchmarking and 
seems more informative than formative, helping univer-
sities mostly to create, review, and evaluate their own 
policies. Implementation of common policies in the form 
of joint projects, degree programmes, summer schools, 
etc., at the level of individual networks is less common due 
to high membership diversity and limited resources. An 
important function that some networks have developed is 
advocating for universities’ interests at the national and 
international levels. Being active in networks, universities 
learn from each other through best practices and failure 
cases, and through interactions with internal and external 
stakeholders. 

Due to the bottom-up nature of university networks, 
it is easy to achieve a fair partnership. Every partner can 
choose the activities it engages in or can leave the network. 
Some networks are regionally based, such as the Rectors 
Conference of Alps Adriatic Universities (AARC, 2024), 
Danube Rectors Conference (DRC, 2024), Universities 
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of Adriatic Ionian Region (UNIADRION, 2024) and 
Central-East European Universities (CEEPUS, 2024), 
which enable their focus on the locally relevant issues. 
However, a vast number of members increases the variety 
and asymmetries between them and prevents a sharp focus. 
Therefore, they are typically low-profiled and do not bring 
much benefit to their members, who often doubt whether 
the benefits outweigh the membership fee, the time and 
energy invested in common activities. Universities in 
the Western Balkans are members of several networks. 
However, no single network is focused specifically on the 
Western Balkans.

In comparison to networks, university alliances gather 
fewer members, which enables them to coordinate more 
easily and identify the focus of their activities. Alliances 
are financially supported by the European Union and 
some national governments, whereas networks are not. 
In this respect, they represent a kind of top-down project, 
while networks are seldom directly financed by public 
money and grow bottom-up. Alliances do not do many 
things that are different from those on the networks’ pro-
gramme lists. However, due to external financing and a 
project-based approach, alliances go deeper, elaborate 
individual programmes in more detail, work more system-
atically and strategically, and give greater focus to joint 
activities and the sharing of resources. Their collaboration 
is more intensive than within the networks. They exclude 
multiple memberships and seem to be leaving the advoca-
cy function to networks.

From the university policy learning perspective, alliances 
create a space for much more systematic and intensive pol-
icy formation, implementation, and evaluation – learning 
than networks, as they are expected to develop long-term 
strategies and achieve a harmonisation and alignment of 
institutional practices based on these. Alliance-level policy 
(or strategic planning) processes are more focused and have 
less freedom of choice for individual members. 
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The aforementioned characteristics of alliances indicate 
that, within their framework, fair partnership can be a much 
more sensitive issue than in looser university networks. 
Therefore, the composition of university alliances empha-
sises at least minimal homogeneity to prevent significant 
asymmetries. Alliances seek a specific raison d’être for their 
formation, such as being traditional and comprehensive 
(EUTOPIA, 2024), young (YERUN, 2024; YUFE, 2024), 
innovative (ECIU, 2024), digital (EDUC, 2024) or focused 
on specific issues, such as health (EUGLOH, 2024), fine 
arts (EU4ART, 2024), technology (EUT, 2024), well-being 
(EUniWell, 2024), etc. These criteria reveal that the com-
position of alliances is based on a universal, globalised, and 
Europeanised approach to internationalisation. It intends 
to increase quality, performance, attractiveness, accessi-
bility and global competitiveness of the European higher 
education sector, which can also better support economic 
development and social cohesion within the EU, as well 
as to enforce European values and identity (European 
Strategy for Universities…2024; European University 
Initiative… 2024; European Cooperation in Education…, 
2021 - 2030). At this point, a sensitive question is which 
values count as European.  

All the major Western Balkans universities are members 
of various European university alliances composed of part-
ners across European regions and beyond. The question is 
to what extent they can bring their specific issues, solutions, 
and values into consideration by other alliance members, 
and to what extent they follow the coordinating universities. 
We found only one alliance focused on a specific Western 
Balkans problem — peace (EUPeace, 2024). The ideal and 
fair solution for the alliances would be to place on their 
agendas the cultural and development-specific issues of the 
regions where their member universities are situated and to 
focus on reducing power asymmetries between them. 

The specific tools model is the term used to denote sev-
eral methods and approaches designed for policy design, 
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learning, and transmission in national and international 
settings. They can be used as instruments in the first two 
models or as self-standing tools and methods. We singled 
out the following (Svetlik, 2025):

*	 An online learning platform can be specifically designed 
for learning about higher education policies. Such a plat-
form can contain several databases, including those for 
policy documents, case studies, evaluation reports, and 
policy analysis toolkits. It works on a free-access basis 
and can be used to organise various events to enhance 
the learning process, such as webinars and discussion 
forums. For example, one can look at the UNIMED 
Platform (UNIMED, 2004). 

*	 Policy training programme requires that higher edu-
cation institutions (universities, public administration) 
agree on the exchange of administrative staff, faculty 
and managers who participate in university policy mak-
ing to learn from each other. 

*	 Higher education policy labs function is to bring to-
gether experts of various higher education stakeholders 
(university leaders, students’ representatives, ministries, 
regional administration, employers, etc.) to address 
shared challenges and find adequate solutions. Various 
methods of group work and creativity enhancement can 
be applied. 

*	 In its more advanced format, a policy lab can be up-
graded into a higher education policy innovation hub, a 
permanent institution with its permanent location and 
staff. It serves as an incubator for innovative ideas and 
supports higher education institutions in experimenting 
with and implementing innovative policies. 
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*	 Benchmarking can serve as an analytical approach to 
policy learning. Higher education systems and insti-
tutions, or some of their functions, can be compared 
with respect to environmental conditions, the systemic 
arrangements on which they stand, and, specifically, the 
results they provide. Publishing benchmarking results 
may strongly influence institutions in different countries 
within a geographic region, enabling them to learn 
from best performers and adopt best practices. 

*	 Peer review can also be used as a learning and transmis-
sion mechanism. It is a simple method which requires 
only a willingness of participating institutions to apply 
it in practice. Participating institutions delegate experts, 
who form an evaluation committee. Its task is to review 
pre-agreed policy proposals, policy implementation, and 
results, express its views, and propose improvements. 
Participating experts learn from one another about the 
evaluation criteria and their application, the chosen 
policy issues, best and worst practices, etc. Peer review 
can also be offered as a paid service, such as institu-
tional evaluation provided by the European University 
Association (EUA) (EUA, 2024).

*	 Policy workshops are a form of learning where invited 
experts lead interested participants – high university 
officials and experts — through a series of activities to 
inform them about approaches to selected policy issues 
and to train them how to deal with these issues in prac-
tice. Examples of such issues include the development of 
an internationalisation strategy, the design of research 
project applications, and the setting up and manage-
ment of technology transfer offices.

Utilisation of the aforementioned tools is neutral with 
respect to fair partnership principles. Fairness depends on 
the practices of agents that apply them. In the Western 
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Balkans region, simple tools have been used: benchmark-
ing within the framework of the Rectors Forum meetings 
(RF, 2024), peer reviews conducted by the EUA, and policy 
workshops delivered by experts and agencies within the 
accession process to the EU. 

The case of the Rectors Forum

Based on the constatation that none of the networks is 
specifically focused on the Western Balkans higher educa-
tion and research areas as a whole, that a lot of potentials 
are not used because of insufficient collaboration between 
regional universities and that own initiative rather than 
the initiative from outside is needed for the development 
of regional universities and for their better contribution to 
their economies and societies, in 2018 rectors of the ma-
jor regional universities decided to establish the Rectors 
Forum of South East Europe and Western Balkans (RF) 
(RF, 2024).

The RF is open to all Western Balkans universities 
accredited by national authorities. To date, 36 universities 
have joined, including all the major and traditional univer-
sities, except the University of Zagreb.

The RF declares that its mission is to enhance coop-
eration among regional universities and to act as the 
voice of academic institutions in the region. In its Rules of 
Organisation, the following areas of activity are mentioned: 
addressing crucial higher education issues, promoting the 
European policy in higher education and research, sharing 
good practice, initiating joint projects, harmonising nation-
al legislation, and staff and student exchange. 

The RF is a bottom-up network funded primarily by 
membership fees. In the future, the RF expects additional 
funding from national and local budgets, as well as from 
joint projects and donations. For the moment, lack of 
funding is one of the major obstacles to the expansion of 
its activities.
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The Rectors’ Forum initiative has been recognised as 
highly valuable also by the EUTOPIA University Alliance. 
The EUTOPIA 2050 programme (2019-2022) focused on 
the organisation of eight workshops addressing diverse top-
ics for which regional universities expressed their interest 
in advance. This activity contributed to capacity building 
in internationalisation, curricula design, research project 
application design, and inclusion and diversity policies. 
Workshops brought together leaders, experts, and students 
from regional and EUTOPIA universities who exchanged 
their views, knowledge, and experiences, or participated as 
part of the audience. It was important that cases and expe-
riences from regional universities were presented alongside 
those from EUTOPIA.

Building on the positive experiences from the first phase 
of the EUTOPIA Alliance, EUTOPIA MORE (2023-
2026) continued the outreach programme for the Western 
Balkans. The first activity —  the workshop series — is a 
continuation of the previous programme. Two workshops 
per year were organised in cooperation with a university 
from the Western Balkans as on-site events. Workshops 
brought together 20–30 participants on average (university 
experts, leaders) from 5-8 universities, with an active con-
tribution of EUTOPIA partners. They represented a form 
of information distribution, awareness-raising, knowledge 
circulation, capacity building, and networking, and were 
well received by the participants. 

The other activity was organisational support to the 
Rectors’ Forum, which was added to the EUTOPIA pro-
gramme by the University of Ljubljana. It was a precious 
renewal of regional collaboration among universities, 
introducing regular policy discussions among university 
leaders, enhancing mutual trust, and fostering various 
forms of collaboration. The workshops and other activities 
of the RF’s working groups enjoy full support of the uni-
versity leadership. This way it contributes to the capacity 
building and assists the process of accession to the EU for 
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universities’ and countries’ higher education systems.   An 
additional value of this cooperation is bridging gaps and 
increasing communication among the economically, cul-
turally, and politically diverse countries of the region.

Both activities, the regular meetings of the RF and its 
working groups and the workshops would not be possible 
without strong administrative support. This is why the 
EUTOPIA MORE outreach programme launched its third 
element — the Western Balkans EUTOPIA Office, which 
is gradually developing at the University of Ljubljana. It 
provides several services: organisation of the RF meetings, 
support to the President, Secretariat and working groups 
in preparing decisions, proposals and reports for the 
Assembly; organisation of workshops; management of the 
RF membership; collection and distribution of information 
relevant for the RF members, such as matchmaking events 
and EU calls for applications; maintaining the RF website 
and issuing the RF Newsletter. The EUTOPIA Western 
Balkans Office aims to enable Western Balkans universities 
to become equal partners in European higher education 
and research systems.

The University of Rijeka has developed its Centre 
for Advanced Studies, which disseminates its expertise 
throughout the region, setting up centres for advanced 
studies at other regional universities. In Spring 2024, sever-
al RF members signed an agreement on the establishment 
and collaboration within the Network of Regional Centres 
for Advanced Studies.

It is highly valuable and rewarding for EUTOPIA mem-
bers to assist Western Balkans universities and non-EU 
member states from the region on their path to European 
integration. The most important added value is that re-
gional universities have begun to seek synergies in their 
cooperation, seen as a means of developing themselves and 
contributing to the economic and social progress of their 
countries. This is also valuable for the EUTOPIA members. 
They learn about the Western Balkans region’s varieties, 
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cultures, and universities, can share their knowledge with 
them, and establish contacts for future cooperation. 

The Rectors’ Forum excellently complements other 
national and European initiatives aimed at the internation-
alisation of higher education and research in the Western 
Balkans and their full accession to the EU. It brings cultur-
al and other regional specifics to the agenda, bottom up. 
As a network of equal partners, it offers the best opportu-
nities to establish fair partnerships and greater symmetry 
in knowledge and epistemic power, academic recognition, 
and resources among its members. In addition, as a voice 
for regional universities, it can advocate for the region’s 
cultural and other interests in the EU and globally. It can 
also help reduce asymmetries between universities in the 
Western Balkans and those in Europe.

Conclusion

In an increasingly chaotic world where conflicts be-
tween civilisational circles intensify, there is an urgent need 
to make internationalisation highly sensitive to cultural dif-
ferences. This also holds for universities that are usually at 
the forefront of internationalisation processes. Respecting 
cultural differences and local relevance is an essential step 
towards the perception of international partnerships as fair. 
Additional steps towards fairness include mutual learning, 
inclusive participation, shared ownership of knowledge 
production, seeking symmetry between partners in re-
sources and knowledge, equitable collaboration, and local 
relevance. 

Without fair partnership, internationalisation may 
reinforce existing inequalities. Risks include academic de-
pendency, unequal resource distribution, and the margin-
alisation of local knowledge. Such outcomes undermine the 
sustainability and legitimacy of international cooperation. 
Therefore, ethical considerations are central to interna-
tionalisation strategies.
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To achieve fair partnership among universities and oth-
er partners, it is highly important to complement the State–
University model of internationalisation with University–
University and special tools. The State–University model 
promotes global and universal dimensions of internation-
alisation, where power asymmetries can be successfully 
addressed. However, achieving fairness from a cultural 
perspective is a demanding task. In the other two models, 
it is easier to bring local dimensions and cultural specifics 
into international collaboration.

Internationalisation of universities in the Western 
Balkans is unavoidable on their way to full member-
ship in the EU higher education and research areas. 
However, the accession process seems to primarily follow 
the Government–University model, focused on reducing 
power asymmetries and neglecting the abundance of ex-
perience with cultural differences and solutions of local 
relevance.  We believe that this region can be turned from 
a problematic ‘balkanised’ one into an area of learning 
for the peaceful coexistence of cultures. The case of the 
Rectors’ Forum, which brings together over 30 regional 
universities, proves that this shift is possible.
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abstract

Research security has moved, in the past years, from a peripheral 
compliance topic to a central concern in the governance of interna-
tional academic collaboration. European university alliances occupy 
an awkward position in this shift. They were designed to deepen trans-
national engagement, and they now operate in a policy environment 
that asks them to scrutinise it. This article examines how members of 
the EUTOPIA European University Alliance address research secu-
rity in practice. It draws on a structured survey administered through 
the alliance’s Responsible Internationalisation Working Group in April 
2026. Seven of the sixteen EUTOPIA institutions responded, spanning 
five European countries, Australia, and South Korea. Given the small 
sample, the findings are better read as a comparative case-set than as a 
typology of the alliance, and part of the analysis lies in what the silence 
of nine non-respondents may indicate. Three contrasts nevertheless 
recur. Strong national regulation does not translate automatically 
into mature institutional procedure; the clearest illustration is the gap 
between Belgian regulatory activity and the absence of formal risk as-
sessment reported at the responding institution. Intra-alliance collabo-
ration is widely treated as low risk by default, most commonly because 
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of institutional affiliation rather than research content, though in some 
cases this may also reflect the limited volume of research cooperation 
within EUTOPIA itself. Appetite for a common EUTOPIA framework 
is divided. 

Keywords: research security; responsible internationalisation; 
European university alliances; EUTOPIA; due diligence; open science.

1. Introduction

The internationalisation of higher education has long 
been understood as a source of intellectual enrichment, 
institutional resilience, and soft power (de Wit, 2019). Over 
the past five years, however, the immixture of research with 
strategic national interests has introduced a new vocabulary 
into university governance. Research Security (RS), broad-
ly understood as the protection of research from misappro-
priation, foreign interference, and the misuse of knowledge 
for purposes contrary to the public interest, now features 
in supranational legislation, intergovernmental recommen-
dations, and institutional risk frameworks across the globe 
(Council of the European Union, 2024; UFIT, 2021).

For European University Alliances (EUAs), established 
under the European Universities Initiative (EUI) since 
2019, this poses a distinctive challenge. The alliances were 
designed to transcend national boundaries, foster mo-
bility, and generate transnational knowledge ecosystems 
(European Commission, 2022). EUTOPIA, the “European 
Universities Transforming into an OPen Inclusive Academy” 
alliance, is among the most geographically and institution-
ally diverse. It comprises ten European members and six 
global partners across Australia, Colombia, Morocco, South 
Africa, South Korea, and the United States (EUTOPIA, 
2026). The alliance’s explicit commitment to responsible 
internationalisation, understood as a reflective, ethical, and 
reciprocal approach to global academic engagement, makes 
it particularly useful for examining RS considerations.
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This article presents findings from a survey conduct-
ed by the EUTOPIA Responsible Internationalisation 
Working Group (RIWG), with responses from seven insti-
tutions across three continents. Four questions constitute 
the foundation: 

*	 How do EUTOPIA institutions vary in their Research 
Security maturity and governance?

*	 Which research areas and collaboration contexts generate 
the greatest concern?

*	 How is the tension between security and openness being han-
dled at the institutional level?, and

*	 What appetite exists for a common EUTOPIA framework, 
and on what terms?

The sample is small (seven institutions out of sixteen), 
self-selected, and reliant on single informants per institu-
tion. The findings are best read as a structured comparison 
of seven cases, not a representative survey of the alliance. 
A separately submitted case study illustrates the Research 
Security framework and practices at the University of 
Warwick.

2. Conceptual and Policy Background 

defining research security

Research security lacks a settled, universal definition. A 
working consensus has nevertheless emerged around three 
core concerns: protecting research outputs, data, and per-
sonnel from foreign interference, academic espionage, and 
the misappropriation of intellectual property; preventing 
the diversion of civilian research into military or author-
itarian applications; and addressing ethical or integrity 
violations where knowledge and technologies are used to 
suppress, infringe on, or undermine Union values and fun-
damental rights; and ensuring that dual-use knowledge is 
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handled with appropriate caution. The Council’s tripartite 
definition is analytically significant: its third limb explains 
why some institutions identify no specific sensitive tech-
nology domains, since the instrumentalisation of research 
to create disinformation or undermine EU values is not 
bounded by research area. The present article draws on 
this full definition throughout (Council of the European 
Union, 2024; UKRI, 2023).

Research security is distinct from research integrity but 
the two remain related. The latter concerns honest and 
rigorous practice within the research process itself. The 
former extends outward, towards the geopolitical envi-
ronment in which research is conducted (Science Europe, 
2025). Their conceptual overlap has led many institutions 
to embed Research Security within broader research integ-
rity or compliance frameworks, a pattern the survey data 
presented below confirm.

the regulatory landscape

The past five years have seen a sharp escalation in 
regulatory attention to RS at national and supranational 
levels. In Europe, the central development is the Council 
Recommendation on Enhancing Research Security, 
adopted in May 2024, which asks member states and 
research organisations to embed risk assessment into the 
governance of international partnerships, strengthen 
researcher awareness, and develop institutional safe-
guards without undermining open science (Council of the 
European Union, 2024).

Outside Europe, analogous frameworks are often more 
prescriptive. Australia’s Guidelines to Counter Foreign 
Interference in the Australian University Sector, devel-
oped by the University Foreign Interference Taskforce, 
require systematic due diligence, cybersecurity measures, 
and awareness-raising activities (UFIT, 2021). The United 
Kingdom operates within a dense regulatory environment 
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shaped by government guidance and by the National 
Security and Investment Act 2021 and associated govern-
ment guidance, within which Research Security obliga-
tions sit alongside academic-freedom duties (UKRI, 2023). 
The Department for Science, Innovation and Technology’s 
Research Collaboration Advice Team (RCAT), established 
in March 2022, gives universities a dedicated national 
point of contact for advice on security risks in international 
collaboration (DSIT, 2022). South Korea has developed 
national protocols for managing sensitive research and 
international partnerships, though implementation varies 
considerably across institutions.

National frameworks across the EUTOPIA member-
ship thus range from binding or quasi-binding instruments 
(the United Kingdom, Australia) to guiding frameworks 
in which institutional decision remains central (Sweden, 
Slovenia, Romania), with emerging awareness in some 
contexts. Belgium occupies an intermediate position. 
There is no dedicated Research Security legislation di-
rectly targeting universities, but the Belgian NIS2 Act of 
April 2024 has introduced cybersecurity obligations across 
critical entities (Centre for Cybersecurity Belgium, 2024), 
and broader European economic-security imperatives 
have raised institutional awareness. For EUTOPIA, whose 
member universities are embedded in ten distinct national 
regulatory contexts, this asymmetry is a structural feature 
that any common framework must explicitly acknowledge.

The most significant recent sectoral event is the inaugural 
European Flagship Conference on Research Security, held 
in Brussels from 28 to 30 October 2025. Co-organised by 
the European Commission and several European research 
and innovation stakeholder associations (notably The Guild, 
Science Europe, EUA, LERU, CESAER, and ALLEA), the 
conference drew over 600 participants and marked a shift 
from national experimentation to coordinated European 
ambition (CESAER, 2025; Science Europe, 2025). Three 
concrete measures were announced: the establishment 
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of a European Centre of Expertise on Research Security 
within the Commission (expected to launch mid-2026); a 
due-diligence platform to assist researchers in assessing risks 
in international cooperation; and a common methodology 
for member states to test the resilience of their research-per-
forming organisations (European Commission, 2025a). 
Research Security has also been embedded as a priority 
action in the ERA Policy Agenda 2025–27, adopted by the 
Council in May 2025, with a Research Security Monitor 
recently published as an EU Staff Working Document 
(European Commission, 2026), providing a qualitative 
baseline of research security policy implementation across 
Member States to support peer learning and the identifi-
cation of remaining gaps (Council of the European Union, 
2025). Figure 1 sets out the principal regulatory milestones 
since 2021, including the RIWG survey that informs this 
article. Institutions currently described as “developing” face 
accelerating external expectations.

A second live debate concerns dual-use research and 
the civil/defence boundary in EU funding. In January 
2024, the European Commission published a White Paper 
outlining three options to enhance support for research 
and development involving dual-use technologies, as part 
of its communication on advancing European economic 
security (European Commission, 2024). A contentious turn 
followed in March 2025, when the Commission’s White 
Paper for European Defence – Readiness 2030 proposed 
that the European Innovation Council would be permitted 
to invest in dual-use technologies, in effect challenging the 
civilian-exclusivity principle of the Framework Programme 
(European Commission, 2025b; LERU, 2025). LERU pub-
licly criticised the move as an unacceptable fait accompli; 
the European University Association sought clarification 
on implications for institutional autonomy. For EUTOPIA 
institutions, this debate is also concerning. Universities in 
countries with strong traditions of neutral research inde-
pendence approach dual-use funding differently from those 
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Figure 1. Key Research Security policy milestones, 2021–2026, with the alliance-
internal RIWG marked for orientation. Sources: EUTOPIA RIWG survey, 

Council of the European Union (2024, 2025); European Commission (2024, 2025a, 
2025b); CESAER (2025); DSIT (2022); UFIT (2021); UKRI (2023); Centre 

for Cybersecurity Belgium (2024).

in countries with stronger defence-industrial integration. 
The dual-use question intersects directly with Research 
Security, since technologies identified as dual-use are pre-
cisely those most exposed to misappropriation (Bromley & 
Maletta, 2025).

research security and responsible 
internationalisation

Responsible internationalisation provides a useful 
framework for examining research security because the 
two concepts can pull in different directions. Recent schol-
arship defines responsible internationalisation as recipro-
cal, equitable, and ethically reflective international engage-
ment (Brandenburg & de Wit, 2011; Hudzik, 2022; Ledger 
& Kawalilak, 2020). This approach emphasizes the positive 
value of global academic exchange, the importance of part-
nerships with the Global South, and the advancement of 
open knowledge.

In its more precautionary forms, RS may conflict with 
these commitments. Screening mechanisms, due-diligence 
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requirements, and restrictions on knowledge transfer can 
become structural barriers to collaboration with institu-
tions from specific countries or regions, potentially rein-
forcing geopolitical hierarchies within academic networks 
(Maassen et al., 2022). The central challenge, as one of the 
survey respondents puts it, is to find “the balance”, a phrase 
that recurs across the dataset.

3. Methodology

instrument and sample

The empirical material is a structured survey devel-
oped and administered within the EUTOPIA Responsible 
Internationalisation Working Group in April 2026. The in-
strument comprised twenty questions across five thematic 
domains: institutional governance and policy frameworks; 
risk-assessment practices and areas of concern; the nation-
al regulatory environment; intra-alliance dynamics and 
EUTOPIA-specific considerations; and the relationship 
between Research Security, ORRI, and Open Science. 
The full instrument is available on request from the author 
and will be deposited in an open repository alongside this 
paper (Appendix A).

Responses were received from seven institutions: 
Kyungpook National University (KNU, South Korea), 
the University of Gothenburg (GU, Sweden), the Univer-
sity of Ljubljana (UL, Slovenia), Babeș-Bolyai Univer-
sity (UBB, Romania), Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB, 
Belgium), Monash University (MU, Australia), and the 
University of Warwick (UW, United Kingdom). Among 
these, Warwick, Gothenburg, Ljubljana, Babeș-Bolyai, 
and VUB are European members of EUTOPIA; Monash 
and Kyungpook participate as global partners. Respond-
ents were institutional research managers, vice-rectors, 
senior administrators with responsibility for research, 
or officers in dedicated research-integrity or compliance 
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roles. Figure 2 locates the seven respondents within the 
wider 16-institution alliance. The response rate is 7 of 16 
institutions, or 44%. Nine institutions did not respond. Five 
of the nine are European member universities, four are 
global partners, and the geographic spread is wide. Several 
interpretations are plausible. Is the topic perceived as too 
sensitive to discuss in writing? Could there be no single in-
stitutional role with the visibility to answer? May Research 
Security simply not yet be on the institutional agenda? Or 
were the time constraints in submitting a comprehensive 
answer too short?

4. Findings

policy maturity and governance frameworks

All seven surveyed institutions have implemented 
formal Research Security policies. The most common 
arrangement is integration within broader research-integ-
rity or compliance frameworks, reported by six of seven 

Figure 2. EUTOPIA member and partner universities, with survey respondents indicated. 
Source: RIWG Survey, 2026. © Anca Kiss, Ph.D. (UBB)
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institutions; Kyungpook National University alone main-
tains a standalone Research Security policy. This pattern 
could suggest a sector-wide preference for integration over 
specialisation, which may trigger issues related to the vis-
ibility, resourcing, and coherence of RS initiatives. It may 
reflect both the relatively recent emergence of RS as an 
institutional priority and a deliberate choice to anchor it 
within established governance architectures.

Self-assessed institutional maturity varies considerably. 
Three institutions (Warwick, Monash, KNU) describe 
their frameworks as “established”, meaning that structures 
and processes are functioning and regularly reviewed. The 
remaining four (Gothenburg, Ljubljana, UBB, VUB) de-
scribe themselves as “developing”. When asked to compare 
themselves with national peers, only VUB and Gothenburg 
select “broadly in line”; the others see themselves as ahead 
to varying degrees, with UBB claiming recognition as a 
“national reference point”. These are self-reports, for in-
stance, the Ljubljana respondent acknowledges this direct-
ly, noting limited visibility of peer practices. 

Governance arrangements differ. Some institutions have 
established dedicated offices (KNU, VUB); some fall under 
the primary responsibility for a Vice-Rector for Research 
(Ljubljana, UBB); others locate oversight in a Research 
Management and Support Office (Warwick, Gothenburg). 
Gothenburg stands out for the scope of its governance coali-
tion, which spans the Research Management Office, Legal 
and Data Protection, the University Directorate, a securi-
ty unit, the International Centre, and the Grants Office. 
This configuration captures the cross-cutting nature of the 
issue. It also raises real coordination questions, which the 
Gothenburg respondent, Karolina Catoni, describes as “a 
difficult balancing act”. 

Figure 3 shows the relationship between self-reported 
maturity and the number of distinct bodies involved in 
governance. Both axes are perceptual measures derived 
from respondent self-reports; colour indicates national 
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regulatory context.
risk assessment practices

When asked whether their institution conducts formal 
risk assessments before entering international research 
collaborations, only Warwick reported doing so for all in-
ternational collaborations. Ljubljana and Monash conduct 
assessments for specific high-risk areas or partner countries. 
KNU, Gothenburg, and UBB rely on informal, research-
er- or faculty-decision-based approaches. VUB reports no 
formal assessment procedures. The absence is consistent 
with VUB’s description of its broader framework as “devel-
oping”. It is also consistent with the absence of dedicated 
university-facing Research Security legislation in Belgium. 
Nevertheless, single-informant reporting cannot rule out 
that procedures of which the respondent is unaware exist 
elsewhere in the institution.

Should “informal, discretionary” be perceived as a 
deficit or does it merely indicate a deliberate institution-
al choice to leave Research Security judgements with 
academic faculties rather than to centralise them? The 
UBB respondent, Radu Silaghi-Dumitrescu, for instance, 

Figure 3. Self-reported institutional maturity of Research Security policies, by number of 
distinct bodies involved in governance. Source: author’s analysis of RIWG Survey, 2026.
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observes that “academic freedom comes first in individual 
informal scientific collaborations”, with central screening 
reserved for patent applications, ethical approval, and 
large institutional collaborations. Whether this counts as 
underdevelopment or as principled subsidiarity depends on 
the analytic frame one brings.

The research areas identified as raising significant se-
curity concerns exhibit notable clustering, shown in Figure 
4. Advanced materials and semiconductors, and dual-use 
research framed broadly, top the list, each cited by three of 
seven institutions. AI and machine learning, cybersecurity 
and cryptography, and quantum technologies each follow 
with two citations. Autonomous systems is a distinctive 
concern for Warwick. Two institutions (Ljubljana, VUB) 
explicitly designate no specific areas. UBB is broadest in 
scope, citing five categories; KNU and Warwick three 
each. The distribution tracks closely with the technology 
watchlists of national regulators in the UK, Australia, and 
several EU member states.

Figure 4. Research areas identified as raising significant security concerns (number of 
institutions, n = 7). Source: RIWG Survey, 2026.
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researcher awareness and training

There is little self-reported awareness among academic 
staff. Using an implied five-point scale, no institution rated 
awareness above 3. UBB recorded the lowest rating (1), 
together with a candid observation that most colleagues do 
not view this as a serious issue. Ljubljana and VUB both re-
corded 2; KNU, Gothenburg, Monash, and Warwick each 
recorded 3. The pattern across the dataset is of uneven and 
moderate awareness, showed in Figure 5 against the range 

Figure 5. Coverage matrix of Research Security support provision across 
the seven institutions. Source: RIWG Survey, 2026.

of support each institution offers to researchers.
The widely offered forms of support are optional train-

ing and written guidelines (each provided by six of seven 
institutions); mandatory training is offered by only three of 
seven, namely the regulation-driven institutions and KNU. 
VUB and UBB offer broad packages of optional training, 
guidelines, contacts, and pre-approval procedures, yet 
report awareness scores of 2 and 1 respectively. Even in-
stitutions with mature procedures and mandatory training 
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rate staff awareness at 3 out of 5. Do these answers hint 
that having procedures in place is not enough, and that the 
way support is delivered may matter as much as how much 
is provided? 

national regulatory environments

A striking divergence in national regulatory envi-
ronments results from the data. The United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Belgium report “very active” national 
government engagement, with binding or quasi-binding 
instruments in place. Sweden and South Korea describe 
their governments as “moderately active”. Slovenia and 
Romania report limited national frameworks. Figure 6 
draws the relationship between this self-reported nation-
al regulatory intensity and the maturity of institutional 
risk-assessment practice, sized by self-rated staff awareness.

Figure 6. Self-reported national regulatory intensity plotted against self-reported 
institutional risk-assessment practice. Source: RIWG Survey, 2026. 
Acknowledgement: Anthropic Claude (LLM) was used to generate 

the graphical presentation of the inputted data.



eutopia review 113

The United Kingdom (Warwick) and Australia (Monash) 
fall close to the diagonal where national pressure and in-
stitutional capacity broadly correspond. Belgium (VUB) 
sits as an outlier: a “very active” national environment by  
Tania Van Loon’s assessment, but no formal institutional 
Research Security assessment procedure. Ljubljana pre-
sents the mirror image, with limited national regulation yet 
a structured internal due-diligence form. Does institutional 
readiness on RS run ahead of, or behind, national regula-
tory pressure? 

Institutional responses to the EU Council Recommen-
dation on Research Security (Council of the European 
Union, 2024) shed some light. Ljubljana’s response is the 
most operationally detailed. The university hosted a ded-
icated conference with LERU and the Central European 
Universities (CE7); developed a Research Security Due 
Diligence form; updated the template for Memoranda 
of Understanding to incorporate further risks related to 
international collaboration, as suggested in the Council 
Recommendation at point 14(c); and participated in the 
EU Research Security Monitor project. Gothenburg has 
integrated the issue into its responsible internationalisation 
framework. Warwick notes that its general approach was 
already aligned with the Recommendation’s direction, 
though without a formal institutional response. This last 
response prompts the question, is this procedural coinci-
dence rather than a purposive engagement? Is this one 
of several places in the data where the EU instrument is 
working without being explicitly invoked?

intra-alliance dynamics: is eutopia a low-risk space?

Five of seven respondents (KNU, Ljubljana, UBB, VUB, 
Monash) report that collaboration within EUTOPIA is 
treated as low risk by default, with no specific Research 
Security screening applied. Only Warwick and Gothenburg 
apply the same risk-assessment processes to EUTOPIA 
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partners as to other international collaborations. This as-
sumption of trust is aligned with the reciprocity and mutual 
recognition principles that underpin EUTOPIA’s responsi-
ble-internationalisation commitments (EUTOPIA, 2023). 
It raises a question, though, about whether the trust is cal-
ibrated to research sensitivity or to institutional affiliation. 
This pattern should be read with some caution because the 
survey question was closed, so respondents were not invited 
to explain the reasoning behind their answer.

The distinction matters. On the present data, alli-
ance-internal trust appears to attach to the institutional 
identity of the partner, not to the content of the research 
being conducted. This is what most of the respondents say 
in different words: the UBB respondent reports “no spe-
cial measures” for EUTOPIA partners; Monash applies 
its standard processes “case by case” but does not flag in-
tra-alliance work as a separate category; VUB reports that 
“standard procedures apply”. Gothenburg and Warwick 
take the opposite approach explicitly. The Gothenburg 
respondent writes that EUTOPIA partners are treated 
in the same way “as for other international collaboration 
partners”; Stephen Soanes describes “regional and institu-
tional due diligence; reference to regulatory guidance and 
process; compartmentalization of activity to manage risk”, 
applied by Warwick regardless of alliance status.

What the data show is a structural feature: in five of 
seven cases, the question “is this collaboration sensitive?” 
is being answered through the proxy of “is the partner a 
EUTOPIA institution?”. In high-sensitivity research areas, 
would this approach not constitute a weak instrument?

appetite for a common eutopia framework

Opinion on whether EUTOPIA should develop a 
common Research Security protocol or mutual-review 
mechanism is divided, as Figure 7 illustrates. UBB is 
“strongly in favour”. KNU, Ljubljana, and Warwick are 
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“in favour, with reservations about implementation com-
plexity”. Monash is “sceptical”, emphasising the sufficiency 
of national frameworks and the risk of compliance burden 
on institutions already operating under exacting national 
requirements. Gothenburg and VUB are “opposed”, with 
Gothenburg preferring exchange of experience over formal 
protocol and VUB asserting that “research security is a 
national matter”.

The distribution suggests that a top-down, mandatory 
EUTOPIA framework would face significant resistance 
from at least three members, not counting the members 
and global partners who did not respond to the survey. A 
safer start would be the development of shared good-prac-
tice resources, a common vocabulary, and a voluntary mu-
tual-learning mechanism: closer to Gothenburg’s preferred 
“exchange of experience” than to the binding compliance 
regime that some respondents fear. Practical steps could 
include alliance-wide workshops around anonymised case 
studies, peer-review exercises in which institutions share ex-
amples of challenging cases, or rotating thematic groups on 
emerging risks. Participation would be voluntary. Recent 
work on governance fragmentation in research security has 
reached related conclusions: shared-learning mechanisms 
tend to gain uptake more readily than binding compliance 
instruments, in part because divergent institutional cultures 
resist standardisation (Mollaki et al., 2026).

 

Figure 7. Institutional positions on a common EUTOPIA Research Security protocol 
or mutual-review mechanism. Source: RIWG Survey, 2026.
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research security, orri, and open science

The relationship between Research Security and Open, 
Responsible Research and Innovation (ORRI) is another 
dimension along which respondents disagree. All seven 
institutions have some form of ORRI commitment: four 
within a broader institutional policy, two as standalone 
ORRI strategies (UBB, Warwick). Of those with an ORRI 
strategy, only Warwick reports its ORRI commitment as 
coordinated with its Research Security approach in the 
same office. This is a degree of institutional integration the 
others have not achieved.

Asked whether Research Security measures have 
created friction with Open Science obligations, Warwick 
is frank: “some friction, managed case by case without 
systemic solutions”, with researchers often feeling that RS 
measures limit their capacity for openness. KNU identifies 
the same pattern. Gothenburg and Ljubljana report min-
imal friction. UBB and VUB report broad compatibility, 
though UBB adds a striking qualification: “open science 
is too broad a topic to mix with research security”. The 
dataset thus contains both ends of the sector-level debate 
over whether the two agendas are structurally opposed or 
potentially complementary.

Figure 8 positions each institution on an integration 
spectrum, from structural separation of Research Security 
and ORRI to full co-location in the same office. Asked 
whether a future EUTOPIA Research Security framework 
should explicitly integrate ORRI principles, Warwick 
takes the most affirmative position, arguing that “ORRI 
principles should be central to any alliance-level frame-
work”. Ljubljana and KNU favour partial integration. 
Gothenburg and VUB hold that the two agendas should 
remain separate. Monash is uncertain. The Australian re-
spondent’s hesitation is reasonable: Australian institutions 
are at some distance from the specific European ORRI 
policy architecture and may need more discussion before 



eutopia review 117

committing to integration. This raises a broader question: 
to what extent should global partners be expected to align 
with the European ORRI framework, when their institu-
tional and policy contexts differ?

Figure 8. Institutional positioning on the Research Security and ORRI 
integration spectrum. Source: RIWG Survey, 2026.

5. Discussion and Recommendations

The data sustain three overarching contrasts that clari-
fy the picture of where EUTOPIA currently stands. 

National regulation and institutional procedure are 
only lightly connected, as both highly regulated and less 
regulated contexts contain institutions ranging from ma-
ture systems to informal practice. Does this indicate that 
legislation alone does not determine organisational read-
iness for alliance-level coordination in research security? 

Within EUTOPIA, trust is largely tied to member-
ship rather than research content, with most respondents 
treating collaboration as low risk by default; this may 
imply an unexamined assumption that affiliation itself 
signals sufficient trustworthiness, though it may also re-
flect the comparatively limited volume of research content 
actually exchanged within the alliance outside targeted, 
already-vetted schemes such as EUTOPIA_Health. 

Views on a common alliance framework do not align 
with institutional maturity but instead reflect regulatory 
context and attitudes toward shared governance, with 
positions split across both established and developing 
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institutions; overall, there is stronger support for a mutual 
learning approach than for a binding compliance rule.

recommendations for the eutopia alliance

Those above can be calibrated to the convergence point 
identified in the third contrast above: enabling, voluntary, 
and proportionate.

* 	 A shared vocabulary and baseline definitional framework. 
	 EUTOPIA could produce a concise glossary and conceptual 

framework to support comparison and joint risk assessment 
across the alliance, without imposing a single policy model. 
A shared vocabulary would reduce fragmentation in how in-
stitutions discuss research security and provide a foundation 
for subsequent coordination.

 
*	 A scenario-based training platform for early-career researchers. 
	 An experience-sharing platform grounded in real cases would 

address the awareness gap visible across all seven responses. 
Orienting it explicitly towards early-career researchers, who 
bear the greatest risk of inadvertent exposure and receive the 
least systematic institutional support, would be a tractable 
first step. EUTOPIA could fund a pilot through existing 
alliance channels.

*	 A voluntary alliance-internal dialogue on high-sensitivity domains. 
	 Given that three of seven respondents oppose or are sceptical 

of any common framework, a binding intra-alliance proto-
col, even for high-sensitivity domains, would hardly stand. 
Instead, a voluntary dialogue, hosted by the RIWG, in which 
institutions working on AI, quantum technologies, or ad-
vanced materials could share, willingly, the questions they ask 
when evaluating new partnerships. This would let the alliance 
address the trust-by-default issue without imposing procedure 
on institutions that have already considered and rejected one.
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* 	 EUTOPIA as a bridge between European and global frameworks. 
	 The EU Council Recommendation provides a reference 

framework that global partners outside the EU could engage 
with voluntarily and reciprocally. EUTOPIA could facilitate 
this engagement by positioning itself as a bridge between 
European and global institutional landscapes, rather than as 
an exclusively European-facing entity. This is consistent with 
its global partner architecture, and with Monash’s preference 
for not creating an EU-specific compliance layer.

*	 ORRI integration as an option, not an obligation. 
	 ORRI principles can be positioned as integral to a re-

sponsible approach to Research Security rather than as a 
counterpose to it. Where the two agendas are brought into 
productive dialogue, it should be because the institution finds 
that productive, not because the alliance has standardised 
the arrangement.

These recommendations are deliberately moderate. 
The case for shared learning is supported by a clear major-
ity of respondents and consistent with EUTOPIA’s existing 
collaborative principles, in contrast to a binding “one size 
fits all” alliance-level instrument.

6. Conclusion

Research Security is an inescapable feature of the high-
er education landscape, and European university alliances 
are among the most exposed sites for working through its 
implications. EUTOPIA’s dual commitment to responsible 
internationalisation and to a transformative, open academ-
ic model makes it not only a participant in this debate but a 
potential leader within it.

The seven responses presented here suggest that 
EUTOPIA institutions are at different stages of a shared 
journey. Some have established frameworks and de-
veloped procedures. Others have policies without full 
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implementation. All recognise that researcher awareness 
and culture remain the most stubborn and consequential 
challenges. The data also suggest that institutional po-
sitioning on research security is shaped less by national 
regulation alone than by the interaction of regulation with 
institutional mission, and that the trust-by-default treat-
ment of intra-alliance collaboration is a structural feature 
the alliance could productively interrogate.

EUTOPIA is well placed to move from informal experi-
ence-sharing towards a more systematic collective resource: 
one that minimises institutional burden, offers practical 
guidance, and commits clearly to research that is both 
secure and open. The recommendations are one possible 
roadmap. This study offers an incomplete, impulse-giving, 
initial mapping; any future framework will, however, de-
pend on the choices of the alliance and its members. 
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Introduction

In recent years, research security has been a significant 
and expanding challenge for research institutions. Driven 
by escalating geopolitical concerns, increased public scru-
tiny, and tighter regulatory frameworks, what was once a 
highly specialised area has become a necessary and routine 
consideration in the inception and maturing of research 
activities globally. Despite this, however, the process of 
developing and assuring research security – and how far 
along that journey institutions are – can look very different 
from region to region or institution to institution.

This article will attempt to provide a perspective 
from a single region, the UK, and a single institution, the 
University of Warwick. It will then attempt to reflect on 
the similarities with and contrasts to other members of the 
EUTOPIA alliance.

Research Security in the UK

The departure of the UK from the European Union in 
2020 can (at risk of understating) be said to have substan-
tially complicated a great many things. Amongst these is 
the impact of export controls on collaboration with some of 
our most common research partners. As a result, although 
some aspects of UK security regulation predate it by many 
years, Brexit nonetheless acted as a catalyst for the impact 
of these regulations on research institutions. 
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The approach of the UK sector to research security is 
driven at its core by the regulatory framework which gov-
erns research activities. The UK’s export control regime is 
prominent amongst these, as are the National Security and 
Investment Act and international sanctions, all of which 
are to be accounted for in the course of a UK institution 
conducting international research. This is reflected in 
a considerable administrative burden, these regulations 
frequently overlapping in their intent or core themes but 
having discrete trigger elements, compliance processes, 
regulatory bodies, and penalties to adhere to. Along with 
the delays introduced by managing the many regulatory 
processes and the serious consequences for noncompliance, 
the potential cooling effect of having to undergo so many 
additional processes to undertake work in sensitive areas is 
a concern frequently expressed amongst research security 
professionals in the UK.

Still, the robustness of the regulatory framework as it 
applies to UK research is perhaps why the approach to re-
search security in the UK can be best described as one with 
an openness to risk, provided that the risk is well understood 
and well managed. There could be said to be implicit confi-
dence across the national sector that whilst there does exist 
a window within which activities may be ill-advised from a 
security perspective and yet still permitted through the reg-
ulatory framework, that window is small enough to be able 
to operate in with confidence and good judgement – rather 
than leaving institutions feeling there is so little guidance 
as to make it hard ever to be confident that their approach 
to risk is proportional. As such, whilst recent years have 
seen a maturity and development of institutional resources 
and infrastructure to support research security needs and 
demonstrate assurance, in the UK this has been typified by 
synergistic adjustments to integrate with established ways 
of work, rather than a desire to change course in the name 
of risk avoidance drastically.
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UK institutions further benefit in this respect from ro-
bust and well-established resources in the sector that support 
proportional and informed decision-making. The sector-led 
Higher Education Research Security Association (HERSA) 
is a body for the sharing and development of peer exper-
tise that has developed effective and well-received training 
resources, fosters ongoing institutional collaborations, and 
holds an annual conference to build strong links between 
research security professionals in the UK and beyond. 

The sector similarly benefits from the Research 
Collaboration Advisory Team (RCAT), which sits within 
the UK Government's research and innovation architec-
ture, and has the specialised remit of providing advice and 
oversight to UK research institutions, acting as a conduit 
to government in more complex or challenging cases. 
Without being able to assume responsibility for institutional 
decisions or give definitive steers, RCAT constructively fills 
the space between formal regulatory processes and total 
institutional discretion, providing confidence in complex 
decision-making for both practitioners and senior leaders. 
Between these and other bodies, research security staff at 
UK institutions are in a position of having a substantial 
amount of best practice, peer-to-peer advice, and expert 
input to help shape risk-based decision-making. 

Research Security at Warwick

Within this context, Warwick takes a holistic approach 
to managing research security, fundamentally in step with 
the wider UK sector in seeking to facilitate collaboration 
wherever possible and adapt or mitigate around risks rather 
than excluding research that incurs them entirely. This is 
driven by process management and community education 
alike, with a view to safeguards and risk flags to ensure no 
high-risk activity can be signed off without due consider-
ation, alongside efforts to build confidence and expertise 
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in the researcher and professional services communities to 
identify, mitigate, and seek advice on risks organically. This 
approach enjoys engagement and endorsement from senior 
leadership at the university, which further underpins its 
credibility and efficacy in mitigating risk.

The foundation of the institutional approach to risk 
assurance lies in robust internal oversight. Integrated 
into the sign-off processes, which are mandated for any 
research activity, are a series of triage questions designed 
to sift higher-risk activities for further scrutiny. These ad-
dress elements such as the composition of a consortium; the 
movement of staff, data, and physical items; the academic 
or technical area of research; the level of access and control 
being granted to outputs; and the involvement of any sanc-
tioned or high-risk partners. These checks are integrated 
within the workflow alongside elements which scrutinise 
contractual robustness, financial risk, and similar factors. 
The grants and contracts team within the Research & 
Impact Services office are trained as frontline risk asses-
sors, with a specialist team responsible for research security 
acting in a quality assurance role and to provide advice or 
pick up complex cases. It is an ongoing challenge seeking to 
minimise the impact these elements have on the ease and 
speed of building partnerships.

The awareness of research security risks and obligations 
throughout these stages of research activity development, 
even prior to a grant application or contract being final-
ised, helps to build secure practices and risk-awareness 
into Warwick’s research portfolio. This is bolstered by the 
due diligence conducted on prospective research partners, 
integrated in the same way, to ensure that the affiliation 
Warwick stands to have with each partner does not pose 
risks to the university both in legal and financial respects, 
but also to credibility and reputation. Ultimately, the work-
ing intent is to ensure that research security is a normalised 
and integrated priority, is considered as part of project sign-
off, and that a sensitivity to the potential risks and pitfalls 
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is built into the expertise required for stakeholders in these 
processes.

Education and awareness amongst the wider university 
community is similarly a priority in this respect, acting 
as another layer of risk management. Significant effort 
is devoted to training and awareness raising within aca-
demic departments, tailored and targeted proportionally, 
with the ambition that if the researchers are sensitive to 
how their work carries risk or has the potential for misuse, 
their expertise makes them best situated to avert those 
risks without compromising the academic merit of their 
research. Warwick tries to avoid being both overly top-
down or overly bottom-up in its approach to education in 
this regard, engaging academics through both large-scale 
training workshops and bespoke, team-specific sessions, 
and by reaching out through senior academics and group 
leaders but also targeting new cohorts of postgraduate stu-
dents. The training methodology incorporates a mixture of 
sector-level resources such as guidance from the National 
Protective Security Authority (NPSA) and training mod-
ules provided by HERSA, alongside locally-developed 
examples and training content. Raising organic under-
standing and awareness of research security throughout the 
academic community is a slower and less consistent process 
than managing risk through professional services staff and 
approval workflows. The desire on the part of that commu-
nity to engage is not universal, but it has received positive 
feedback to date. Warwick pursues it in the belief that it 
will have long-term benefits in the conduct of sustainable, 
risk-managed, and high-value research that would other-
wise be unachievable.

Notwithstanding that Warwick’s approach to research 
security is intended as holistic, there are specific consid-
erations given to certain kinds of relationship or activity 
that implicitly carry a higher-than-average level of risk. 
Warwick engages in research in the dual-use and de-
fence space, for example, including with defence-specific 
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partners, subject to a higher standard of due diligence into 
the partners involved and a framework of ethical principles 
dictating which elements of defence research the university 
will and will not engage in: for example, Warwick avoids 
research relating to the design or manufacture of offensive 
weaponry. Similarly, Warwick does conduct research in-
volving technology subject to export controls, provided the 
appropriate licence(s) are held, and the researchers involved 
have been trained in the specific requirements of handling 
controlled information or technology. 

Warwick does not have overseas campuses in sensitive or 
high-risk regions, but it does maintain global partnerships 
and transnational education arrangements in many parts 
of the world, including China. These take many forms, 
including alignment on funding applications, exchanges 
of expertise, co-supervision of postgraduate students, and 
joint seed funds to build research partnerships. There is 
a sense of mixed messaging, or a lack of understanding 
of how the sector works, in the expectations regulators 
place on such partnerships. Nonetheless, in all such cases, 
and in general when assessing research activities involving 
high-risk regions, Warwick seeks to avoid a one-size-fits-
all approach to these kinds of collaboration, managing the 
risks and factors on a case-by-case basis, with appropriate 
consideration to the risks and regulations involved.

Ultimately though, Warwick always seeks to facilitate 
and encourage research wherever possible, even where 
it involves high-risk subject matter or partners. It is not 
possible in every instance, but through identifying and 
managing risks, refining the scope of the activity to miti-
gate any concerns, and appropriately navigating legislative 
requirements, it is very rare that a project as envisaged is 
unable to proceed in any form. The education work being 
undertaken reinforces this, increasingly leading to these 
kinds of considerations being pre-empted in the conception 
and early-stage planning of research. It is in this context 
that the relationship Warwick has with RCAT is also 
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invaluable, providing an informed outside perspective and 
expert advice in navigating some of the more complex in-
stances without trespassing upon the autonomy or agency 
of the university.
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Weighing what matters — 
Risk and Opportunity, at the Heart 
of Responsible Internationalisation 

albin gaunt 
stint, the swedish foundation for international 
cooperation in research and higher education

abstract

Universities today must think more carefully about how they engage 
internationally. Where intwernational collaboration was once regarded 
as straightforwardly good, it is today seen as something that needs to 
be carefully managed. And there are good reasons for that. But this 
shift has had the unintended effect that institutions may become more 
focused on the risks of international engagement than on the value it 
generates. This article examines why that asymmetry arises and what 
can help to address it.

The article identifies four reasons why weighing risks and opportu-
nities is particularly difficult and argues that the challenge intensifies in 
alliances and consortia, where member institutions bring different risk 
cultures, regulatory contexts, and analytical capacities. It concludes 
that alliances can address this by adopting frameworks for concurrent 
assessment, making risk appetite explicit, designing escalation pathways 
that carry contextual knowledge, and building shared understanding 
through joint training and structured exchange on difficult cases.

Introduction

The conditions for international academic coopera-
tion have shifted faster in the past four years than in the 
previous two decades. A more contested global order and 
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an erosion of trust have made international collaboration 
something that universities must manage rather than sim-
ply pursue. As the framing chapter for this issue sets out, 
responsible internationalisation has become a central part 
of how universities and alliances govern their international 
engagement.

While capacity to see and manage risks in academic 
collaboration is being built within universities and in sup-
port structures outside academia, no equivalent capacity to 
articulate and weigh the value that international work gen-
erates is created. The result is an asymmetry that may push 
decisions toward caution in ways institutions do not intend. 
The article explains why weighing risk against opportuni-
ty is difficult, why it becomes harder across the levels of 
a university and across the members of an alliance, what 
guidelines can and cannot contribute, and what conditions 
would let institutions weigh the two together. Throughout, 
the focus is on European university alliances.

1. A New Landscape for International Science

The underlying conditions for international academic 
cooperation have been reshaped during the past decade, 
and the pace of that transformation has accelerated sharply 
since 2022. The invasion of Ukraine, the changes in US 
federal science policy, growing concerns about technology 
transfer and research security, and the rise of a multipolar 
world order have together produced what Schwaag Serger 
and Shih describe as a context of increased uncertainty 
for universities and their international partnerships1 and 
where their research and education have become resources 
in a geopolitical competition. 

Universities in many parts of the world have respond-
ed, and there is now an intensive international discussion 

1.	 Sylvia Schwaag Serger and Tommy Shih, Finding Effective and Acceptable 
Approaches to Managing International Collaborations in a Geopolitically Turbulent 
World (Vinnova, 2024).
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among universities, researchers, governments, funding 
agencies, security agencies, and think-tanks about how to 
navigate the risks and complexities of international engage-
ment. These efforts are part of what has come to be called 
responsible internationalisation.

Responsible internationalisation,2 as Shih argues, focus-
es on the discretionary responsibilities of researchers and in-
stitutions when building international relationships. These 
responsibilities operate alongside compliance requirements 
such as sanctions and export controls. Navigating that 
space requires engaging with a complex portfolio of con-
siderations, from research integrity and academic freedom 
to security concerns and geopolitical context. 

International collaboration generates genuine and sub-
stantial value. For example, it drives scientific quality and 
renewal, builds long-term research networks, opens access 
to complementary expertise and infrastructure, and con-
tributes to the broader international relations. 

International collaboration works best when the par-
ticipants can articulate what they want to achieve and 
why. Funding applications, project plans, and partnership 
agreements all require this. This does not mean that all 
opportunities and values are systematically mapped, but 
enough must be made visible to motivate the activity. 
Institutional processes for risk assessment have no equiva-
lent on the opportunity side. Risk is assessed by dedicated 
functions with specific mandates. Opportunity is articulat-
ed by the researcher and is expected to hold its own. Yet 
there is rarely a shared analytical framework that weighs 
these articulated opportunities against the risks identified 
through due diligence and security assessment. The two 
processes run in parallel. A recent STINT report 3 develops 

2.	 Shih, T., “Points of Departure and Developing Good Practices for 
Responsible Internationalization in a Rapidly Changing World”, 
Accountability in Research, 32(5), 2025, pp. 845–851..

3.	 Gaunt, A. and Shih, T., Risk and Opportunity Assessment for International 
Collaboration and Activities, STINT Report 2025:02, Stockholm, 2025.
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this observation and argues for concurrent analysis within 
a shared framework. This weighing problem is at the heart 
of responsible internationalisation. When risks and oppor-
tunities are assessed separately, the visible and concrete 
risks may carry more weight in decision-making than the 
sometimes diffuse and long-term opportunities. 

The challenge intensifies when institutions must 
make shared judgements across institutional boundaries. 
International collaboration involving multiple institutions 
takes many forms. Strategic alliances formed at leadership 
level, such as the European university alliances supported 
under Erasmus+, bring together entire institutions around 
shared ambitions and values. Policy-oriented networks such 
as LERU and The Guild coordinate positions across mem-
bers. Research consortia formed around specific scientific 
questions are typically initiated bottom-up within Horizon 
Europe or around large-scale research programmes. Some 
of these collaborations also include partners beyond uni-
versities, such as companies, NGOs, or public agencies, 
each of which brings its own frameworks for assessing risk 
and opportunity.

Within any of these forms of collaboration, questions 
that require shared judgement can arise in different ways. 
An alliance may consider a joint partnership with an ex-
ternal institution. A member’s bilateral collaboration may 
raise concerns for the alliance as a whole. Or questions may 
arise about the conditions at a member institution itself. 
This article focuses primarily on strategic HEI alliances, 
but the analytical challenges it describes, divergent risk 
cultures, uneven analytical capacity, and the difficulty of 
weighing risk and opportunity within a shared framework, 
apply across these forms.
2. Why Balancing Risks and Opportunities Is Difficult

Weighing risks against opportunities is difficult for sev-
eral reasons, some are structural and some are inherent to 
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the nature of academic work and of risks and opportunities 
themselves.

The f irst reason concerns how risk and opportunity 
assessment is distributed across the institution. Researchers 
routinely assess the value of a proposed collaboration as 
part of their scientific judgement. They evaluate the scien-
tific rationale, publication prospects, funding possibilities, 
and career implications. In most cases, this assessment also 
involves some consideration of risk, since experienced re-
searchers develop an intuitive sense of which partnerships 
may be problematic. The formal institutional process is dif-
ferent. When a project involves collaboration with partners 
in countries subject to sanctions, research with potential du-
al-use applications, or handling of classified or export-con-
trolled material, additional risk assessment may also be trig-
gered in legal, security, and ethics functions elsewhere in the 
organisation, each with its own mandate and methodology. 
The opportunity side receives no equivalent institutional at-
tention in most cases. In general, risk is assessed at multiple 
organisational levels through dedicated processes. The case 
for opportunity is articulated by the researcher, who carries 
that argument alone into the institutional process.

The second reason that makes the weighing of risk and 
opportunity diff icult concerns the time dimension of 
both risks and opportunities. Some risks are acute and 
near-term. For example, a collaboration involving sensitive 
technology that creates export control exposure requiring 
immediate attention. But other risks materialise long after a 
collaboration begins. A collaboration’s scope and focus can 
shift over time in ways that alter its risk profile, for example 
when a research partnership gradually moves into areas 
with security implications that were absent at the outset. 
Strategic exposure risks, such as deepening dependency on 
a partner from a geopolitically sensitive context, may only 
become visible years after the foundational choices were 
made. Changes in the external environment such as new 
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sanctions regimes, shifts in a partner country’s political 
system, or changes in a partner institution’s ownership or 
funding, can alter the risk profile of an ongoing collabora-
tion in ways that no initial assessment could have predicted. 
On the opportunity side, the chance to co-author a pub-
lication, access a research infrastructure, or secure addi-
tional funding are immediate and concrete values. Others 
are long-term and indirect, including research networks 
built over years and strategic and collegial relationships 
that deepen over time. Therefore, risk and opportunity 
assessment needs to be a recurrent process of reflection, 
otherwise it might fail in identifying slowly emerging risks 
or long-term opportunities.

The third reason concerns the complexity of the weigh-
ing itself. Responsible internationalisation does not mean 
that any risk can in principle be compensated by sufficient 
opportunity. Shih’s framework for responsible internation-
alisation identifies a distinction between absolute limits, sit-
uations where collaboration must be refused or terminated 
regardless of its scientific value, and a much larger space of 
discretionary judgement, where the character and degree 
of risk must be weighed against the character and degree of 
opportunity in context.4  

In this model, the black area represents clear normative 
violations, from sanctions breaches to collaboration with 
military entities in sanctioned states to grave human rights 
violations. The white area represents unproblematic col-
laboration. However, most cases fall in the grey area, where 
factors such as power asymmetries between partners, data 
security considerations, and geopolitical conditions require 
judgement rather than rule application. The difficulty is 
that grey-area judgements require contextual analysis and 
cannot be standardized or be sufficiently supported by 
guidelines.

4.	 Shih, T., “Points of Departure and Developing Good Practices for Responsible 
Internationalization in a Rapidly Changing World”, Accountability in Research, 
32(5), 2025, p. 848.
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The complexity increases because risks and oppor-
tunities do not affect only those directly involved. A 
collaboration may generate value for patient groups or 
wider communities while creating risks for others, such 
as researchers in vulnerable settings or students affected 
by mobility decisions. What counts as a risk from one per-
spective may represent an opportunity from another, and 
any weighing must account for this.

The fourth reason is proportionality. Being overly 
cautious in risk decisions in grey-area cases can be costly. 
As Shih argues, persistent focus on risks can erode the 
openness and academic competitiveness that responsible 
internationalisation seeks to protect. 5 The cooling effect 
of too much caution in international activities is harmful. 
Collaborations that are declined or not initiated because 
of risk aversion may leave unrealised value. Researchers 
who adopt a sense of suspicion may self-censor their col-
laborative ambitions. In the same way, institutional cul-
tures that treat international engagement with unfamiliar 
institutions or academics as too risky, will damage their 
ability to attract the best researchers and partners, and 
over time weaken the breadth and depth of the knowledge 
that universities produce.

5.	 Shih, T. (2025)

Figure 1 Schwaag Serger, S. and Shih, T., Finding Effective and Acceptable Approaches 
to Managing International Collaborations in a Geopolitically Turbulent World, 

Vinnova, 2024. 
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A related point is that risk management measures them-
selves generate new risks or may decrease the value of a pro-
ject, and it is the risk and values after mitigation measures 
rather than the raw risk that must be weighed against op-
portunities. 6 For example, terminating a medical research 
collaboration to reduce geopolitical exposure may mean 
that patients lose access to new treatments. Restricting data 
sharing to protect information security may undermine the 
scientific validity of a study. Applying enhanced screening 
to researchers from particular countries may stigmatise en-
tire communities and damage the research environment. 
A proportionate weighing must therefore account for what 
proposed risk mitigation measures actually entail, not only 
what the unmitigated risks would have been. 

Mitigation costs may not always be evenly distributed. 
For example, in partnerships that are asymmetric in fi-
nancial resources, academic reputation, or agenda-setting 
power, risk measures applied by one partner can impose 
costs on the other. When northern institutions apply risk 
measures to collaborations with southern partners, the costs 
often fall on the partner in a structurally weaker position 
in terms of for example financial resources, institutional ca-
pacity, or agenda-setting influence. Withdrawal to reduce 
geopolitical exposure for the north can cause capacity loss 
and reduced funding access for the south.

3. The Multi-Level Challenge: Risk Perception Within 
and Across Institutions

Weighing opportunities and risks is already difficult 
within a single department. It becomes significantly more 
complex when considered across the multiple levels of a 
university and, further still, across the member institutions 
of an HEI alliance.

6.	 Gaunt, A. and Shih, T., Risk and Opportunity Assessment for International 
Collaboration and Activities, STINT Report 2025:02, Stockholm, 2025.
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within the university

Risk perception and risk appetite vary across organisa-
tional levels and functional units within universities. This 
variation means that different parts of the same institution 
may reach different conclusions about which risks are 
present in a given collaboration, how those risks should be 
managed, and how much risk is acceptable given the values 
and opportunities the collaboration might generate. 

Variation also runs along disciplinary lines. A researcher 
in political science or area studies brings a different under-
standing of geopolitical risk than a colleague in biology 
or engineering, and the risks that matter most may differ 
accordingly. Concerns about self-censorship and access to 
sources weigh heavily in the humanities and social scienc-
es, while questions of dual use and technology transfer 
are more prominent in the natural and technical sciences. 
Other fields, from medicine to the arts, bring their own 
configurations of risk.

The three scenarios that follow trace how the same ques-
tion can be managed at different institutional levels, with 
different outcomes depending on where the decision lands. 

illustrative scenario

A proposed research partnership with a university whose institutional 
autonomy has been curtailed by political intervention. An authoritarian 
leader appoints key management positions throughout the university.

At the level of the individual researcher or principal 
investigator, risk perception may centre on scientific and 
practical feasibility. The broader legal, geopolitical, and 
institutional dimensions of a collaboration may be gen-
uinely less visible on this level because they fall outside 
the researcher’s primary frame of reference. This is not a 
problem by itself as researchers are not expected to be se-
curity experts. But it does mean that the self-assessment a 
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researcher provides at the outset of a collaboration reflects 
a particular, partial picture of the risks and opportunities.

At departmental and faculty level, risk assessment ex-
pands to include things like regulatory compliance and 
financial sustainability. These levels of the organisation 
tend to receive information about a collaboration primarily 
from the researchers who proposed it and may lack access 
to the security or geopolitical analysis available centrally. 
The Swedish National Audit Office’s 2023 review of infor-
mation security at universities found significant weaknesses 
in how responsibility was handed over between organisa-
tional levels, with gaps particularly visible at the interface 
between research teams and central administration. 7

At the level of university leadership and governance 
bodies, the perspective broadens further and may include 
institutional reputation and relations to strategic partners 
as well as relations with government, but the information 
about any particular collaboration becomes thinner. Senior 
leaders see the institution’s overall risk exposure and strate-
gic priorities but typically cannot fully assess the scientific 
significance of a specific collaboration with the way the 
researchers involved can. In some cases, central leader-
ship also has access to security intelligence that cannot be 

7.	 Riksrevisionen, Informationssäkerhet vid universitet och högskolor: han-
teringen av skyddsvärda forskningsdata (RiR 2023:20).

SCENARIO A: DECISION STAYS AT DEPARTMENT LEVEL

DEPARTMENT  /  FACULTY

The PI has a productive working relationship with individual researchers at the 
partner university. They are aware of the political situation but consider it a 
matter of national politics that does not affect the specific research collabora-
tion. The individual researchers are competent and motivated.

decision to proceed.

▼

Partnership established without further review.

Figure 2. Scenario A. Decision stays at department level.
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shared more widely in the organisation, creating an infor-
mation asymmetry that further complicates collaborative 
risk assessment.

When a question is escalated, the assessment broadens 
but the information about the specific collaboration be-
comes thinner. Scenario B traces what may happen when 
the same question, a proposed partnership with a univer-
sity whose autonomy has been curtailed by political inter-
vention, is escalated to university leadership. [See Figure 3]

The tension between engagement and withdrawal that 
Scenario B describes is sharpened by the fact that different 
institutional functions frame the question differently. Legal, 

Figure 3. Scenario B. Escalated to university leadership.

SCENARIO B: ESCALATED TO UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP

DEPARTMENT  /  FACULTY

The researcher sees a strong scientific case for the collaboration but is uncertain 
about the implications of partnering with a university whose leadership is politi-
cally appointed. The researcher is also aware that several colleagues at the partner 
institution have been dismissed or reassigned for political reasons.

refers upward.

▼

The political nature of the situation and the risk of legitimising an infringement on 
university autonomy triggers escalation

▼

UNIVERSITY LEADERSHIP
The university considers the partnership in light of its broader values and commit-
ments. A formal partnership could be seen as legitimising the political takeover of 
the partner university. At the same time, withdrawing would abandon the research-
ers whose academic freedom is under threat and would end a collaboration that 
produces significant scientific results. Ethics and responsible internationalization 
functions also highlight reputational and political risk. Researchww leadership em-
phasises the cost of disengagement.

decision: proceed with conditions  
(e.g. individual-level collaboration only, no institutional 

agreement with the partner’s leadership), or decline.

Partnership shaped by a deliberate weighing of the cost of engagement against 
the cost of withdrawal.
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security, international relations, and research support 
functions each perceive the same collaboration through 
different lenses. What is accepted as a manageable risk 
by an international relations office may be flagged as un-
acceptable by a legal function. What an IT security unit 
identifies as a threat may be assessed quite differently by a 
researcher with long-standing personal knowledge of the 
partner institution and context. This can lead to drawn-
out internal negotiations with the researcher in the middle, 
losing time and energy. In the absence of a shared analyt-
ical framework, the perspective with most influence may 
determine the outcome.

This connects to what Schwaag Serger and Shih 8 de-
scribe as strategic ambiguity. Universities receive conflict-
ing signals from national policy (“We expect you to interact 
with China to know what is happening there, but we also 
expect you not to do anything that could be interpreted as 
harming our national interests.”) Similar ambiguity arises 
internally when the legal unit prioritises compliance, the 
international relations office prioritises partnership develop-
ment, and the security function prioritises threat mitigation 
or risk avoidance. If that ambiguity is not structured, it may 
accumulate and eventually land with individual researchers 
to resolve on their own. 

Institutions with strong collaborative cultures may still 
produce decisions that fail to integrate the knowledge that 
the institution actually possesses. Centralising risk decisions 
at senior level may increase speed but loses the scientific and 
contextual knowledge that exists close to the research. It also 
risks overloading central analysis functions, particularly 
when the volume and complexity of cases is high. On the 
other hand, delegating decisions broadly preserves local 
knowledge but can make the institution slow, and creates 
a risk of inconsistency in how the institution as a whole 
responds to similar cases. Both extremes carry costs, and 

8.	  Schwaag Serger, S. and Shih, T. 2024
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finding the right balance between them is one of the prac-
tical challenges that responsible internationalisation places 
on university organisation. 

across the alliance

The challenge intensifies in the context of university alli-
ances and research consortia. The European Commission’s 
Research Security Monitor 2025 9 documents that member 
states have progressed unevenly in developing research se-
curity frameworks, with variation occurring both between 
and within countries. Institutions across the EU therefore 
operate at different levels of policy maturity, which means 
they may hold different views about what responsible inter-
nationalisation requires.10

European university alliances bring together institu-
tions from different national regulatory contexts, different 
traditions of university governance, and different histories 
of international engagement. These institutions therefore 
bring different views of which risks matter, how they should 
be managed, and how much risk is acceptable.

Schwaag Serger and Shih document high degree of 
variation across European and other advanced economies 
in the degree to which national security considerations are 
taken into account in the research and innovation sector.11 
Countries that have experienced highly reported security 
incidents, or where national authorities have been more ac-
tive in communicating threats and risks to universities, tend 
to have both more developed capacity for risk assessment 
and a higher level of risk sensitivity. Partner institutions 

9.	 European Commission, (2026).
10.	 For an empirical analysis on how different actors in the Swedish policy 

landscape understand responsible internationalisation, see Berger, 
Aleksander (2025). “Securitisation of International Academic Collaboration. 
Contesting Conceptions of Responsible Internationalisation.” Independent 
research paper, Political Science III. Stockholm University, Department of 
Political Science.	

11.	 Schwaag Serger, S. and Shih, T. (2024)
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that have not faced the same pressures bring different un-
derstanding of what risks matter and how they should be 
handled. This kind of divergence may create difficulties for 
joint decision-making. 

Figure 4. Scenario C. Alliance or consortium level.

SCENARIO C: ALLIANCE OR CONSORTIUM LEVEL

ALLIANCE / CONSORTIUM

One alliance member proposes a joint research programme that would include the 
partner university. Another member argues that the alliance should not engage with a 

university whose autonomy has been overridden by political authority.

the alliance refers the question to each member institution

▼

Each member institution conducts its own assessment.

▼

INSTITUTION X

Assessment at university 
leadership level. 

The political takeover of 
the partner university is 
seen as incompatible with 
the values the alliance 
represents. 

The institution sees sig-
nificant reputational and 
normative risk and con-
cludes that the alliance 
should not engage.

INSTITUTION Y

Assessment at department 
level. 

Long-standing collaboration 
with individual researchers 
at the partner university. 
Withdrawal would harm those 
researchers and end produc-
tive joint work.

Representatives of the insti-
tution see the opportunities 
and find that the obligation to 
support colleagues outweigh 
the risk.

INSTITUTION Z

Assessment does not reach 
a clearly defined level. 

No direct relationship with 
the partner. The situation is 
unfamiliar and the institu-
tion lacks internal expertise 
to assess the political 
dynamics.

Defers to the more experi-
enced members.

▲

Assessments return to alliance level with divergent conclusions.

▲

ALLIANCE / CONSORTIUM
Members who have direct relationships with researchers at the partner university see 
withdrawal as abandonment while members without such ties see engagement as 
complicity. A third member that lacks direct experience with the partner or the political 
context, defers to the others without an independent assessment of its own. The alliance 
must find a way forward without formal authority over its members’ bilateral decisions.

decision by consensus, or agreement to disagree, or no decision at all.
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Scenario C traces the logic of the same question, a pro-
posed partnership with a university whose autonomy has 
been curtailed by political intervention, when it reaches 
alliance level.

The example illustrates that at alliance level, the ques-
tion is no longer only about risk and opportunity. It is about 
whether institutions that define the problem differently can 
reach a shared position. The concept of risk appetite helps 
explain why they may not.

Risk appetite describes the types and levels of risk an 
organisation is actively willing to accept in pursuit of its 
goals. It is distinct from risk tolerance, which describes 
the maximum exposure an organisation can handle. In a 
university alliance, member institutions’ risk appetites will 
differ not only because they face different national environ-
ments but because they have different strategic priorities, 
different scientific profiles, and different relationships to 
the international partners that a collaboration involves. For 
example, an institution with a major long-standing China 
partnership may bring a different risk appetite to a gov-
ernance discussion about China-linked research than an 
institution that has had minimal exposure.

The ambiguity that can characterise decision-making 
within universities may also be found at alliance level. 
Member institutions may agree on shared principles while 
continuing to interpret and apply them differently in prac-
tice. Without shared structures to highlight and manage 
these differences, each institution ends up deciding on its own.

4. What Guidelines Can and Cannot Do

One common response to the challenges described 
above is to develop guidelines. The term covers a range 
of documents, from institutional policies that set out what 
must be done, to softer guidance that helps researchers 
and administrators identify the right questions to ask when 
entering an international collaboration. Some are designed 
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to establish clear rules for specific situations, such as collab-
orations involving items or areas subject to export controls. 
Others aim to support reflection and judgement in cases 
where rules alone are not sufficient. 

Both rule-based policies and reflective guidance serve 
genuine and important functions. They create a shared 
vocabulary for discussing risks and opportunities across 
institutional and national boundaries. They can establish 
minimum standards of due diligence that help identify and 
stop the most clearly inappropriate projects. They commu-
nicate national and institutional expectations to research-
ers and administrators who may otherwise be uncertain 
about what is required of them. And they provide a struc-
ture and direction for how individual cases can be assessed 
and escalated, reducing the burden on researchers.12

However, the limitations of guidelines are most visible 
where the need for guidance is greatest. Difficult cases in 
responsible internationalisation are those where both risk 
and opportunity are substantial, where available informa-
tion is incomplete, and the values at stake pull in different 
directions. Guidelines can specify what factors to assess, 
but they do not tell institutions how to weigh those factors 
against each other. A standard that identifies the relevant 
legal frameworks does not determine how to proceed 
when those frameworks leave substantial discretion to the 
institution. 

The Swedish national guidelines for responsible in-
ternationalisation, published by the Swedish Research 
Council in March 2026, illustrate the potential and the 
limits of the guidelines approach. They explicitly require 
proportionate assessment, stating that risks in international 
collaboration should not be assessed in isolation but in rela-
tion to the purpose of the collaboration, its context, and the 
opportunities and values it may generate. They also specify 
that the assessment should describe the consequences of not 

12.	 Council of the European Union, Council Recommendation of 23 May 
2024 on enhancing research security (C/2024/3510).
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pursuing a collaboration, on the grounds that non-collab-
oration may be relevant for the organisation’s long-term 
quality, competence supply, and strategy. They also require 
that assessment should be continuous rather than limited 
to the start-up phase, and that continuous evaluation and 
assessment throughout the project is built in. 

The Swedish guidelines are explicitly committed to 
proportionate assessment and opportunity analysis. At 
the same time, they allocate substantially more space to 
security threats, export controls, and foreign intelligence 
risks than to the articulation of opportunities and values. 
This asymmetry in emphasis may itself illustrate the 
difficulty of maintaining balanced assessment in a policy 
environment increasingly shaped by security concerns. 13

The Swedish guidelines are designed as one level in a 
three-tier system. The government’s research and innova-
tion policy bill to parliament sets the overarching policy. 
The national guidelines provide a shared framework for 
what should be considered before and during internation-
al activities. Local guidelines at each institution that are 
adapted to each institution’s context translate that frame-
work into concrete practice. The national guidelines are 
explicitly directed at institutional leadership and adminis-
tration and not at individual researchers and administra-
tors. This design acknowledges that the analysis of risks 
and opportunities requires contextual knowledge and 
institutional judgement that a national document cannot 
support. But the translation from national framework to 
institutionally adapted guidelines will be a significant 
undertaking in itself.

For alliances, the additional challenge is that guide-
lines developed within one national context may not 
translate cleanly to others. The relationship between 
universities and national security services, the degree of 
internal capacity for security-aware risk assessment, and 

13.	 See also Berger (2025) on the securitisation of the responsible internation-
alisation discourse in Sweden.
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the legislative environments governing export controls 
and screening of international partnerships all differ 
across European member states and between global part-
ner contexts for alliances with partners outside Europe.

Guidelines at national or institutional level are a nec-
essary tool, but they cannot easily be translated to an 
international alliance setting. However, placing institu-
tional guidelines side by side can make visible what each 
member is sensitive to and what risks it prioritises in inter-
national collaboration. A shared minimum that emerges 
from such a comparison can function as a common floor. 
The exercise of reaching it can itself build understanding 
of each member’s risk appetite and analytical starting 
points. For alliances, this kind of collective discussion 
of assumptions and priorities may be as valuable as the 
guidelines themselves. 

It is worth being honest about the state of practice. No 
national system has built an instrument that weighs the 
value of a collaboration with the same care it brings to its 
risks, and there is little evidence about which safeguards 
actually work. The problems are real but ill-defined, and 
the effects of measures are rarely tested, so it is hard to 
claim that one model is better than another. The most de-
veloped systems are also the most risk-focused. Canada, 
for instance, ties a mandatory risk assessment to research 
funding but asks for nothing equivalent on the opportu-
nity side.

5. Building the Conditions for Concurrent Assessment

The preceding sections have identified several intercon-
nected challenges in how universities assess international 
collaboration. Risk assessment is carried out by dedicated 
institutional functions, while the case for opportunities 
and values is largely made by the individual researcher, 
who carries that argument alone into the institutional 
process. This asymmetry is not the result of deliberate 
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choice. It reflects the fact that risk management has been 
formalised in response to external demands, while the ar-
ticulation of opportunity has remained within established 
academic practice. 

Risk perception and risk appetite vary across organi-
sational levels, so that different parts of the same institution 
may reach different conclusions about the same collabora-
tion. The risk and opportunity profile of a collaboration 
shifts over time, extends beyond the immediate project par-
ticipants, and is altered by the mitigation measures applied 
to manage it. Most difficult cases fall in the grey area where 
contextual judgement is required and where standardised 
rules offer limited support. 

These difficulties arise at project level, where an indi-
vidual collaboration must be assessed, and at alliance level, 
where the question is whether and how members can align 
their approaches. The logic is the same in both cases. Risk 
and opportunity need to be assessed together, by people with 
access to both the scientific context and the institutional and 
geopolitical picture. What changes at alliance level is that 
this assessment must be conducted across institutions with 
different starting points. 

The question is what institutional conditions would allow 
this balancing to be conducted with greater consistency and 
proportionality. The recommendations that follow aim to 
address that question. However, the conditions proposed 
here are not offered as proven interventions. Given how little 
is known about what actually works, the aim is more mod-
est, to make the judgement itself better informed and more 
consistent.

adopt shared frameworks for concurrent assessment

*	 The most important change that institutions and alli-
ances can make is to require that any costs of declining 
or restricting an international activity are documented 
alongside the risks of proceeding. Opportunities and 
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values are often present in some form in the risk assess-
ment processes. The difficulty is that they tend to be 
articulated in general terms while risks are specified 
with much more precision. A formal requirement to 
document what is lost when a collaboration is declined 
or redesigned as a mitigating measure does not solve the 
difficulty of weighing unlike things against each other. 
Responsibility for this documentation cannot rest with 
the individual researcher alone. Where institutions 
establish dedicated support for risk assessment, those 
functions should be given a mandate that includes the 
opportunity side of the analysis as well. 

*	 At alliance level, this points to a need for member insti-
tutions to develop a shared vocabulary and a common 
set of questions for documenting both risks and the costs 
of non-collaboration. Without that, the assessments that 
individual members produce may not be comparable or 
even legible to each other, and divergences risk surfac-
ing only when a specific case forces a decision.

make risk appetite explicit

*	 Consistent weighing of risks and opportunities requires 
institutions to be explicit about their risk appetite. It is 
hard for researchers and administrators to understand 
what is expected of them if the institution’s risk appetite 
is not clearly stated but remains implicit. A risk appetite 
statement sets out, by domain, the types and levels of 
risk an institution is willing to accept. It might for exam-
ple distinguish between compliance risk, where the in-
stitution accepts no deviation from legal requirements, 
and strategic risk in international partnerships, where 
the institution accepts a higher degree of uncertainty in 
order to pursue long-term scientific goals. A statement 
of this kind does not resolve individual cases. Its func-
tion is to give researchers and administrators a sense of 
where the institution stands, so that judgements made 
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at different levels of the organisation share a common 
starting point. At alliance level, placing such statements 
side by side can make visible where members diverge 
and where they are already aligned.

design escalation pathways that carry 
knowledge upward

*	 The multi-level risk perception problem requires escala-
tion pathways designed to carry knowledge throughout 
the organisation rather than merely transferring deci-
sions upward. When a case moves from researcher to 
department to faculty to university leadership, it should 
carry the scientific and contextual knowledge that 
makes the case understandable at each level. At alliance 
level, shared escalation routines and agreements allow 
member institutions to alert partners to cases that may 
have implications for the consortium as a whole.

build a shared understanding across alliance members

*	 Divergences in analytical capacity between alliance 
members cannot be resolved by guidelines. But, for ex-
ample, joint training for doctoral candidates, research-
ers and administrators, shared due diligence resources, 
and structured knowledge exchange on challenging 
cases can contribute to building a baseline of shared 
understanding that alliance-level responsible interna-
tionalisation requires.14 

account for equity in partnerships beyond europe

*	 Risk measures designed in one context can impose 
disproportionate costs in another, and due diligence 
templates built for one regulatory environment can 
exclude legitimate partners in another. As work by the 

14.	 Schwaag Serger, S. and Shih, T. 2024. 
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British Council and the Association of Commonwealth 
Universities shows,15 institutions in better-resourced re-
gions usually hold more capacity, closer ties to funders, 
and greater agenda-setting power, and equity functions 
as a precondition for partnerships to work rather than 
as an optional virtue. For alliances, the question is 
therefore not only whether a collaboration is safe but 
whether the way safety is assessed is itself fair.

*	 Three practical steps could help. First, record the cost 
of any risk measure for each partner it affects, not 
only for the institution applying it. Second, build as-
sessment routines jointly with non-European partners 
rather than presenting them as fixed. Third, use guid-
ance from international and regional organisations, 
including UNESCO and the International Science 
Council, as common ground where national frame-
works diverge.

6. Conclusion

The costs of insufficient caution in international col-
laboration get more attention than the invisible costs of 
too much caution. The number of considerations and 
factors that must be weighed have multiplied and the un-
certainty of the available information has also increased. 
The universities and alliances that will find their way 
forward in this environment are those that build the ca-
pacity to weigh risks and opportunities systematically and 
proportionately. This requires frameworks for concurrent 
assessment, explicit statements of risk appetite, escalation 
pathways that carry contextual knowledge, and invest-
ment in analytical capacity. The weighing will remain 
difficult and sometimes impossible, but these conditions 

15.	 British Council and Association of Commonwealth Universities, Role 
of International Higher Education Partnerships in Contributing to the Sustainable 
Development Goals, prepared by Technopolis Group and King’s College 
London (London, 2021).
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make it possible to conduct it with greater consistency and 
on stronger grounds.

Guidelines for responsible internationalisation and re-
search security can establish a shared vocabulary, create 
consistency in how cases are managed, and help research-
ers and administrators understand what is expected of 
them. They cannot replace the contextual judgement that 
real cases require, but within an institution they provide 
a foundation for that judgement. At alliance level, where 
guidelines are developed in different national and institu-
tional contexts, their value may be greatest when members 
compare and discuss them, because that process can re-
veal differences in how each institution understands risk 
and what it is willing to accept.

Responsible internationalisation requires a continuous 
conversation about starting points, risk perceptions, and 
goals of international activities. That discussion must 
happen within institutions, where different organisational 
levels and functions perceive risk differently and where 
those perspectives must be weighed against each other. It 
must also happen within alliances, where members bring 
different national contexts and different assumptions 
about what is acceptable. And it must happen across the 
regulatory and political environments in which alliance 
members operate.

This article has focused on alliances between primarily 
European universities, but the analytical challenges it de-
scribes apply to broader research consortia and other forms 
of institutionalised international collaboration as well. But 
further questions remain. When universities collaborate 
with companies or NGOs, these bring their own frame-
works for managing risk and opportunity, additional layers 
of complexity are introduced. And when alliances and 
consortia extend to include partners from fundamentally 
different political and regulatory contexts, the question of 
how to assess risk openly and with mutual trust becomes 
considerably more demanding. These are questions that 
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the growing practice of and research into responsible inter-
nationalisation will need to address.

[A note on the use of AI: Generative AI tools were used to support the drafting and 
editing of this text. The analysis is the author’s own, and the author takes full 
responsibility for the content.]
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The Role of Values 
in Integrating Foreign Students
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abstract

Over the last twenty years, the global landscape of Higher 
Education has seen a notable shift in its internationalisation priorities. 
In response to the specific challenges encountered by international 
students transitioning into the Portuguese academic system, NOVA 
University launched a semester-long Foundation Programme in 2017. 
As part of this initiative, the Ideas Club course was introduced in 
2020 to support non-European students in engaging in meaningful 
and constructive dialogue. This study explores the extent to which the 
course facilitates cultural integration and helps students navigate the 
European educational and societal context. The concept of European 
Values serves as a conceptual lens in this research, offering non-EU 
students an insight into the cultural, social, and political dimensions of 
European life. The course employs a dialogical teaching methodology, 
fostering student-driven conversations on a variety of topics, while pro-
moting awareness, critical thinking, and the deconstruction of stereo-
types. The existing literature on international foundation programmes 
emphasises the role of self-determination theory in nurturing intrinsic 
motivation, an essential factor for student engagement and academic 
achievement. This paper discusses how the Ideas Club aligns with and 
supports these objectives.
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1. Introduction

In response to the evolving landscape of higher ed-
ucation internationalisation, shaped by globalisation, 
European policy directives, and the increasing mobil-
ity of students, NOVA University Lisbon launched the 
SUPERNOVA Foundation Programme in 2017. This 
initiative emerged from both strategic imperatives and 
local needs: to align with broader European goals for in-
clusive, globally connected education, while also address-
ing the specific academic, cultural, and social challenges 
faced by non-European Union students integrating into 
the Portuguese higher education system. Developed as a 
six-month preparatory course, the programme not only 
equips students with the academic and linguistic compe-
tencies required for undergraduate studies at NOVA but 
also serves as a bridge into the pedagogical and cultural 
realities of university life in Lisbon. Its growth, diversity of 
participants, and integrative structure reflect a broader in-
stitutional commitment to fostering inclusion, motivation, 
and intercultural understanding within an increasingly 
global academic community.

the strategic and local context

Over the past twenty years, the internationalisation of 
universities has emerged as a pivotal element in reshaping 
the strategic direction of Higher Education Institutions. 
This transformation has been driven by both national 
policy initiatives and broader frameworks established by 
the European Union, aiming to create a more integrated 
and forward-thinking approach to global engagement. 
While the Erasmus programme has long been a hallmark 
of academic mobility within Europe, enabling students to 
experience short-term exchanges, the overall landscape of 
internationalisation has evolved considerably. As de Wit 
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(2020) observes, globalisation, along with political and eco-
nomic developments beyond European borders, has rede-
fined how internationalisation is approached. The growing 
interdependence of global economies and societies has laid 
the groundwork for a more purposeful and strategic vision 
for higher education worldwide. National governments, 
the European Union, and international organisations such 
as the International Association of Universities have all 
positioned internationalisation as a transformative force, 
not only for developed countries but also for emerging and 
developing regions.

In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis and the sub-
sequent reduction in public funding for universities, the 
decade from 2010 to 2020 witnessed a rise in franchising 
agreements, articulation pathways, branch campuses, and 
online learning platforms. The competition for internation-
al talent intensified, with migration policies increasingly de-
signed to attract highly skilled individuals. As de Wit (2020) 
points out, national excellence programmes have tended to 
concentrate resources on a select group of elite institutions, 
prioritising global rankings, high-impact publications, and 
research funding — often to the detriment of broader ac-
ademic inclusion. Scholars such as Jones & de Wit (2014) 
have raised concerns about the neo-colonial dimensions 
of internationalisation, warning against the dominance of 
Western, Anglo-Saxon, and English-speaking paradigms. 
A truly inclusive approach must embrace a more equitable 
representation of institutions and countries across the globe.

In Portugal, major reforms in the Higher Education sec-
tor followed the financial crisis, including the introduction 
of policies allowing public universities to admit internation-
al students (specifically from outside the European Union) 
while charging competitive tuition fees. Many Portuguese 
universities responded with aggressive international re-
cruitment campaigns, largely driven by financial incen-
tives. This rapid influx of non-EU students has sparked im-
portant discussions about the best strategies for attracting 
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prospective undergraduates, sustaining academic quality, 
engaging their interest, and supporting their integration 
into the Portuguese Higher Education System. In this 
context, NOVA University Lisbon (NOVA) launched the 
SUPERNOVA Foundation Programme in 2017.

According to Collins (2010), traditional foundation pro-
grammes are designed to equip international students with 
the academic competencies and professional skills necessary 
for success in their undergraduate studies abroad. As Li & 
Wang (2024) highlight, these programmes, initially devel-
oped in the United States in the 1990s and later adopted 
across Europe, go beyond academic instruction to include 
life skills and cultural acclimation. While these programmes 
typically follow a semester- or annual-format, universities 
often struggle to design activities that support student inclu-
sion while respecting diverse cultural identities.

Building on Li & Wang’s (2024) insights, student inclu-
sion is shaped by numerous individual factors, including 
cultural background, national origin, and personal histo-
ry. At the same time, the culture of the host country plays 
a key role in the effectiveness of inclusion efforts. These 
authors also emphasise the importance of self-determina-
tion in educational contexts. Self-determination theory 
explores the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations that drive 
behaviour, along with their implications for psychological 
well-being. Intrinsic motivation, engaging in activities 
because they are inherently enjoyable or fulfilling, is 
viewed as the most advanced form of self-determination. 
Fostering intrinsic motivation is closely tied to lifelong 
learning, a core aim of higher education. Students who 
are intrinsically motivated tend to show greater initiative 
and deeper engagement in learning.

From a cross-cultural educational perspective, Lin and 
Wang (2024) argue that foundation programmes should fa-
cilitate both individual growth and meaningful intercultural 
experiences. These programmes play a vital role not only in 
overcoming language barriers but also in helping students 
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discover their academic interests, clarify personal goals, and 
prepare for undergraduate studies (Collins, 2010).

Oduwaye et al. (2023) shed light on the sociocultural 
challenges international students face when adjusting to 
life in a new country. These include heightened stress 
levels during the initial period of adaptation, as well as ex-
periences of unequal treatment, language discrimination, 
and difficulty in forming friendships with local students. 
Although many international students anticipate language 
and cultural adjustments, unexpected challenges such 
as racism or exclusion often complicate their experience 
further. Despite the benefits of fostering relationships be-
tween international and domestic students, international 
students often form friendships primarily with peers from 
similar cultural backgrounds, limiting their broader cul-
tural exposure. Academically, these students often struggle 
more than their domestic counterparts due to differences 
in teaching styles, course content, and language fluency.

To mitigate these challenges, it is essential for universi-
ties to foster intercultural sensitivity and embrace cultural 
diversity in the classroom. Chen and Starosta (1998) define 
intercultural sensitivity as an emotional and perceptual 
dimension of intercultural communication competence. It 
entails the ability to identify, respect, and respond effec-
tively to cultural differences. Their framework highlights 
qualities such as empathy, open-mindedness, and adapt-
ability - key traits for bridging cultural gaps and fostering 
inclusive interpersonal relationships. Intercultural sensi-
tivity is a dynamic and evolving skill, crucial for mutual 
understanding and for reducing cultural misunderstand-
ings and conflicts.

In response to the need for more structured cross-cul-
tural engagement, NOVA introduced the Ideas Club in 
2020 as part of its foundation programme. This course 
was specifically designed to support the development of 
intrinsic motivation (Li & Wang, 2024) and intercultural 
sensitivity (Chen & Starosta, 1998), while addressing the 
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sociocultural challenges outlined by Oduwaye et al. (2023). 
By promoting inclusive dialogue and cultural exchange, 
the Ideas Club aims to provide international students with 
a more supportive environment for academic and social 
success. (Collins, 2010)

the creation of a foundation program

The NOVA Foundation Programme was launched in 
2017 with an initial cohort of just 12 students. Over time, 
it expanded to 30 participants, experienced a temporary 
decline during the COVID-19 pandemic, and has since 
grown significantly, reaching 103 students in its most re-
cent edition. Over the years, it has welcomed candidates 
from more than 75 countries, reflecting its global reach 
and appeal.

Designed as a six-month preparatory course, the pro-
gramme targets prospective undergraduate students from 
outside the European Union who wish to apply to NOVA 
University. Applicants must be between 17 and 22 years 
old, have completed secondary education, and be avail-
able to spend one semester in Lisbon prior to enrolling 
in an undergraduate programme. Proficiency in either 
Portuguese or English is a prerequisite, as NOVA offers 10 
undergraduate degrees taught in English, including pro-
grammes in Management, Economics, Computer Science, 
Data Science, Information Management, Information 
Systems, Ocean Studies, Global Public Health, Medicine, 
and Nutrition Science, while the remaining programmes 
are delivered in Portuguese. The Foundation Programme 
is currently in its 15th edition.

Given the programme’s diverse student body, drawn 
from a wide array of educational and cultural back-
grounds, several challenges naturally emerge. Participants 
often come from different school systems, have varied 
academic preparation, and bring distinct learning styles 
shaped by diverse pedagogical traditions.
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The programme’s objectives are twofold. First, it aims 
to align students with the academic knowledge expected 
by Portuguese universities, ensuring they are well-pre-
pared to meet national entry standards. Second, it seeks 
to familiarise students with the teaching methodologies 
and academic culture of the Portuguese Higher Education 
system. Importantly, the programme also places a strong 
emphasis on social and cultural integration, recognising 
the value of helping students feel connected to their new 
environment.

In this spirit, the programme functions as a two-way 
introduction: it allows the university to better understand 
its prospective students, while offering candidates the op-
portunity to get to know the institution, the city of Lisbon, 
and its cultural context. It provides a space for students 
not only to prepare for academic life at NOVA but also to 
reflect on whether this is the right environment for their 
personal and academic growth.

The programme is offered in both English and 
Portuguese, with students choosing three academic sub-
jects from a set portfolio. These choices are guided by the 
requirements of the national entrance exams, depending 
on their intended field of study—whether in Health, 
Social Sciences, Economics and Management, or STEM. 
In addition, the programme includes language support: 
English courses are available for Portuguese speakers, and 
Portuguese classes are provided for students who are not 
fluent in the local language. Students proficient in both 
languages are exempt from this requirement.

A mandatory component of the programme is the Ideas 
Club course, which is designed to promote integration 
through structured dialogue on contemporary issues in 
European society. Reinforcing the programme’s inclusion 
goals, Ideas Club sessions are held in two separate lan-
guage tracks, Portuguese and English, to accommodate 
the linguistic diversity of the cohort.
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2. The Ideas Club Course 

The Ideas Club course was created to support the integra-
tion of international students into an academic and cultural 
environment that is often unfamiliar to them. Its central aim 
is to foster dialogue around the notion of European values, 
encouraging students to reflect on how these not only com-
pare but also contrast with their own cultural backgrounds 
and personal experiences. At the same time, participants 
are gradually introduced to new pedagogical methods that 
may differ from those they previously encountered.

As noted by Weymans (2023), the term European values 
has historically been employed for varying political purpos-
es, ranging from affirming a conservative, religious cultural 
identity to promoting a more inclusive, secular foundation 
rooted in universal democratic principles. Although there 
is no singular consensus among Europeans regarding a 
unified identity or shared historical narrative, the idea of 
European values remains a persistent feature of modern 
discourse. In this course, we adopt the latter, more inclu-
sive interpretation, using European values as a framework to 
help non-EU students navigate and critically engage with the 
social, cultural, and political complexities of life in Europe.

Each week, students engage in structured classroom 
debates, allowing them to challenge stereotypes, question 
assumptions, and explore the diverse cultural perspectives 
coexisting within their cohort. Since the course’s launch 
in February 2020, Ideas Club has welcomed 526 students 
representing 60 different countries. It serves as both a 
platform for intercultural exchange and a space for critical 
self-reflection, aiming to cultivate intercultural sensitivity, 
a key competency for integration and personal develop-
ment. The overarching goal is to promote mutual respect, 
encourage intellectual openness, and support students in 
adapting to the academic and cultural expectations of the 
Portuguese higher education system.
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Most of the participants are between 17 and 22 years 
old and are often experiencing life abroad for the first time. 
They face a range of transitional challenges, from adjust-
ing to a new academic structure and national language to 
navigating the emotional and social demands of living in a 
foreign context.

The course’s methodology is based on a dialogic ped-
agogical model, with the instructor acting as a facilitator 
rather than a lecturer. This approach draws from Robin 
Alexander’s (2008) concept of dialogic teaching, as sum-
marised by Kim and Wilson (2019). In such a model, 
learning emerges through extended, thoughtful conver-
sations that allow students to co-construct knowledge. 
Rather than relying on memorisation or brief exchanges 
of factual information, dialogic teaching encourages deep 
reasoning, mutual inquiry, and collective meaning-mak-
ing. It prioritises sustained and meaningful student par-
ticipation as a means of achieving robust educational 
outcomes. (Alexander, 2000)

In practice, the instructor guides the discussion by pos-
ing open-ended questions, refrains from sharing personal 
opinions, and ensures a balanced and respectful exchange 
of diverse perspectives. This student-led format allows par-
ticipants to take ownership of the learning process and pro-
motes a progressively richer dialogic engagement, where 
different viewpoints are acknowledged and debated.

Intercultural sensitivity, as defined by Chen and Starosta 
(1998), is understood in this context as a vital precondition 
for effective inclusion. At the conclusion of the course, we 
assess the development of this competence among par-
ticipants, alongside the broader impact of the course on 
students’ experiences of social interaction and belonging 
at the university. These assessments underline the strategic 
role of Ideas Club as part of a broader institutional effort 
to promote meaningful, inclusive internationalisation in 
higher education.
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the design of the course

In a globalised world, cultural identity is constant-
ly shaped by the tension between homogenising forces 
and local distinctiveness, a dynamic that Homi Bhabha 
(1994) captures through his concept of the Third Space. 
This theoretical lens helps explain cultural hybridity by 
highlighting how intercultural encounters give rise to new 
meanings, identities, and negotiations. Far from adhering 
to static or universal norms, the Third Space represents a 
realm of innovation and resistance where individuals navi-
gate and reinterpret diverse biases and worldviews. Within 
the Ideas Club course, this concept takes on a concrete 
and transformative role: students from a wide range of cul-
tural backgrounds share a common classroom, collectively 
stepping into this Third Space to engage as heterogeneous 
agents in an evolving global society.

The course is designed with clarity and purpose. It 
begins with an introductory session focused on academ-
ic writing fundamentals, how to structure a short paper, 
cite sources properly, avoid plagiarism, and build a bib-
liography. This session, the only lecture-based class in 
the semester, introduces students to the technical skills of 
writing while underscoring the value of originality and 
self-expression. Many students begin the course hesitant 
to articulate their own ideas, unsure of their relevance or 
impact in an academic context. Helping them overcome 
this initial barrier is a key pedagogical objective.

During the first session, students are also assigned their 
first essay topic. They are expected to take a position on the 
issue, explore opposing perspectives, and conduct independ-
ent research to develop a brief but original paper. Topics 
may include themes such as democracy, gender equality, 
climate change, artificial intelligence, globalisation, racism, 
and public health. Rather than providing reference mate-
rials, students are encouraged to draw on their own prior 
knowledge, online resources, and creative media — films, 
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documentaries, and music — to inform their thinking. 
Importantly, they must take full responsibility for the argu-
ments presented in their essays.

This methodology is deliberately chosen for several rea-
sons. First, by encouraging students to use familiar research 
tools like internet searches, it aligns with their digital habits 
and motivates deeper engagement. Second, asking students 
to reflect critically and personally fosters self-awareness 
and helps them reconsider their assumptions. Finally, 
instead of enforcing a rigid academic tone, the course al-
lows for flexible, authentic expression of ideas. The goal is 
not simply to sharpen writing skills or rehearse academic 
rhetoric, but to provide a safe environment where students 
can voice and revisit their preconceptions—contributing 
to both intellectual and emotional growth. This approach 
supports the development of critical thinking, intercultural 
understanding, and meaningful communication.

Each week, the course introduces a new theme from the 
syllabus. Students engage in structured discussions where 
they present their views and listen to others, all within a 
moderated classroom setting. The instructor’s role is that 
of a neutral facilitator, guiding the conversation, ensur-
ing balanced participation, and creating an atmosphere 
of respect and open exchange. Rather than delivering 
content, the instructor ensures that every student has the 
opportunity to speak and be heard, and that differences 
are addressed constructively.

The effectiveness of this approach relies heavily on the 
instructor’s ability to navigate intercultural dialogue. As 
Macagno et al. (2022) point out, empathy, the capacity 
to understand and respond to others’ emotions and view-
points, is central to fostering such dialogue. Given the fluid 
and multifaceted nature of cultural identity, especially in 
today’s Europe, cultural literacy must be viewed as an on-
going, dialogic social practice. Skilled facilitators practice 
dialogic empathy, helping students identify and reflect on 
the implicit assumptions that shape their own and others’ 
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perspectives. Drawing on a Bakhtinian framework, the 
course embraces dialogicity, the idea that understanding 
requires engaging with the perspectives of others and 
integrating them meaningfully. The instructor’s role goes 
beyond moderation: they enable students to overcome 
communication barriers and develop the ability to conduct 
rich, inclusive conversations that are academically relevant 
but not restricted by academic conventions.

At the close of each session, the instructor introduces 
the next week’s topic, continuing this rhythm throughout 
the semester. Topics are pre-selected and not chosen by the 
students, deliberately exposing them to unfamiliar, uncom-
fortable, or even taboo subjects, topics they may never have 
discussed openly in their home countries. This approach 
serves to challenge their assumptions, build communica-
tion confidence, and demonstrate that such discussions 
are vital, regardless of whether students pursue scientific, 
technical, or humanistic disciplines. Ultimately, the Ideas 
Club empowers students to confront cultural complexity 
with openness, fostering integration, empathy, and a deep-
er engagement with the diverse world around them.

3. The Four Pillars of Inclusion in the Course

The Ideas Club course was designed around three inter-
related pillars that aim to support the educational and social 
inclusion of international students, particularly those coming 
from non-European backgrounds. These pillars foster inter-
cultural sensitivity, enhance dialogic skills, and nurture the 
ability to engage constructively with differing viewpoints. 
Together, they establish a framework for meaningful integra-
tion into the academic and cultural life of the host institution.

inclusion through thematic engagement

The first pillar—inclusion through topics—relies on 
the strategic use of shared themes as a point of entry for 
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intercultural dialogue. Most students enrolled in the course 
originate from regions historically shaped by the imposi-
tion or diffusion of European values, often through colonial 
or missionary expansion, leading to complex sociocultural 
legacies. Discussing these very values in an open, student-led 
forum, understood here in line with Weymans (2023) as 
both contested and evolving, allows students to reflect on 
and question their meanings. While the group may express 
divergent views and sensitivities, the collective exploration 
of European values becomes a powerful integrative exer-
cise. It enables participants to confront historical tensions 
while building mutual understanding and respect within a 
pluralistic learning environment.

inclusion through critical thinking and argumentation

The second pillar — inclusion through critical think-
ing — focuses on cultivating students’ capacity to engage 
in structured, reflective debate. This includes learning to 
articulate personal positions, listen actively, and respond to 
others with reasoned arguments. These skills are essential 
not only for developing intellectual autonomy but also for 
fostering a democratic ethos within the classroom.

Rapanta and Iordanou (2023) underscore the symbiotic 
relationship between argumentation and critical thinking, 
especially when embedded in authentic, real-world issues. 
Through discussion, students are invited to use personal 
and societal values to support their views, though they 
also learn that not all values carry equal ethical weight. 
Values rooted in exclusion or hatred, for instance, must 
be critically scrutinised against principles of the common 
good. In the Ideas Club, argumentation is never purely the-
oretical: students are encouraged to consider the real-life 
implications of the decisions and positions they debate. 
This active, applied form of critical thinking not only deep-
ens engagement but also strengthens their sense of ethical 
accountability.
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Such competencies contribute powerfully to inclusion. 
As students encounter differing — and sometimes conflict-
ing — perspectives, they become more attuned to the limits 
of their own reasoning and more receptive to the insights 
of others. Exposure to disagreement becomes a catalyst for 
intellectual humility and intercultural growth.

inclusion through pedagogical design

The third pillar — inclusion through pedagogical strat-
egy — is built on the principle of shared accountability and 
the deliberate absence of authoritative materials that dictate 
correct answers. In this course, there are no textbooks, no 
prescribed readings, and no fixed curriculum that defines 
the truth. Instead, students are encouraged to draw from two 
familiar sources: the values shared in their families and the 
content they find through internet research, a method that 
reflects their digital-native learning habits.

*	 Diluting Biases Through Collective Inquiry. This open-source 
approach has a subtle but significant effect. The inter-
net, as a personalised and self-reinforcing ecosystem, 
inevitably reflects each student’s cognitive biases. Yet, 
in a classroom where all students draw on such diverse 
inputs, their differing assumptions naturally collide and 
cross-examine one another. This interaction fosters 
what might be called a dilution of individual bias: when 
students must publicly justify their ideas, the collective 
scrutiny forces them to reconsider the reliability and 
origin of their information. Over time, this peer-to-peer 
accountability fosters critical engagement, exposing 
the limits of echo chambers and promoting broader 
understanding.

*	 Instructor Neutrality and Classroom Dynamics. A central 
element of this pedagogical strategy is the instructor’s 
deliberate neutrality. While education for values is 
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always susceptible to educator bias, the Ideas Club 
adopts a non-directive approach. The instructor’s role 
is to facilitate dialogue — not to guide students toward 
predefined conclusions. This impartiality is essential to 
maintaining trust and inclusivity within the group.

*	 The literature on perceived bias in education is in-
structive here. Linvill (2011) emphasises how students’ 
identity development shapes their perceptions of ideo-
logical bias in the classroom. Linvill and Mazer (2012) 
further demonstrate how students’ aggressive communi-
cation styles can heighten their sensitivity to perceived 
instructor bias, while Linvill and Grant (2016) reveal 
that students with strong grade orientation or academic 
entitlement are particularly prone to such perceptions. 
These studies underscore the need for instructors to be 
conscious of attribution dynamics—how students inter-
pret the causes and intentions behind their educators’ 
behaviour.

*	 Attribution Theory, first proposed by Heider (1958) and 
expanded by Ross (1977), provides a valuable framework 
here. Students often interpret others’ actions based on 
internal assumptions, disregarding contextual factors, 
leading to the so-called fundamental attribution error. 
In educational settings, this can result in egocentric in-
terpretations of differing viewpoints, where alternative 
opinions are dismissed as flawed or ideologically moti-
vated. Such biases, if unchecked, can fracture classroom 
cohesion.

*	 In the Ideas Club, the instructor must mitigate these 
risks by remaining consistently neutral, guiding the 
flow of conversation without imposing direction. This 
neutrality creates space for students to challenge one 
another’s ideological assumptions in a respectful and 
productive manner, fostering a genuine culture of crit-
ical inquiry. More than a clash of opinions, the class 
becomes a space for ideological and epistemological 
encounter—where students must balance values with 
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logic, and where the latter is expected to hold under the 
scrutiny of the former’s variability.

*	 Ultimately, this process allows students to view 
European values not as dogma but as plural, contest-
able, and open to interpretation. Their exploration of 
these themes becomes an act of inclusion in itself, one 
rooted in openness, mutual respect, and shared intel-
lectual responsibility.

4. Implementing the Course

One might think that the influence of the Ideas Club 
course on its participants is better understood by recog-
nising the role of language as a key channel of cultural 
expression. In that sense, particular attention was given to 
the two language-based groups: one attending the course 
in Portuguese and the other in English. It was initially 
assumed that students who already spoke the host coun-
try’s language might experience a smoother integration 
process compared to those who did not. After five years 
comparing the experiences of both groups, we allowed for 
an exploration of whether this assumption held true and, 
as we report below, realised that the results for the class in 
English strongly corroborate the results obtained for the 
class in Portuguese — the impact of the Ideas Club course 
is equally positive and constructive.

the portuguese-speaking class

Across the various semesters, the Portuguese-speaking 
class students initially approached the Ideas Club course 
without anticipating it would pose significant challenges. 
This expectation was confirmed by the end of each semes-
ter, as none of the participants came to view it as the most 
difficult part of their academic journey. On the contrary, 
from the outset, many students regarded the course as 
likely to be the most enjoyable of their semester, and this 
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perception only grew stronger with time. Similarly, as the 
semester progressed, more students came to see it not just 
as a pleasant course, but also as one of the most accessible 
and engaging.

As the program unfolded, students increasingly rec-
ognised the relevance of the Ideas Club to their personal 
and academic development. What began as a course with 
uncertain long-term value became, for many, a significant 
influence on their outlook and aspirations.

Within the broader context of the foundation semester, 
where students also engage with technical subjects such 
as mathematics, physics, and chemistry, there was initial 
enthusiasm about how an intercultural environment might 
enhance learning. By the end, however, students had devel-
oped a more nuanced understanding: while intercultural 
dialogue enriches discussions and critical thinking, its 
direct impact on mastering technical content is naturally 
limited. This growing awareness reflects the maturation of 
students’ perspectives over time, as they began to discern 
which aspects of their education benefit most from intercul-
tural interaction.

the english-speaking class

For the English-speaking class, students generally did 
not expect the Ideas Club course to be the most difficult 
part of their semester, a view that was fully confirmed by 
the end of the program. Many students initially anticipated 
the course to be one of the most enjoyable experiences of 
their semester, and this positive perception grew stronger 
over time. While the Ideas Club was seen as accessible and 
engaging, it was not widely regarded as the easiest course, 
likely because many students took other courses taught in 
Portuguese, which they often described as simpler.

Throughout the semester, students increasingly 
recognised the Ideas Club’s relevance to their personal 
growth and future academic paths. What began with 
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some uncertainty evolved into a clear appreciation of 
the course’s value.

Regarding the broader foundation semester envi-
ronment, which combines the Ideas Club with various 
technical subjects, students started with generally positive 
expectations about how the intercultural setting would 
influence their learning experience. By the end of the 
semester, however, they had developed a more realistic 
understanding that while intercultural exchange enriches 
critical thinking and discussion, it may have less direct 
impact on learning highly technical subjects. This reflec-
tion underscores the evolving awareness students gain as 
they engage more deeply with their studies and the diverse 
learning contexts they encounter.

impact on performance and intercultural sensitivity

Participants represented a broad spectrum of cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds, reflecting the course’s diverse 
and international nature. This diversity provided a rich 
foundation for evaluating two primary areas: (1) the 
course’s potential influence on students’ academic and 
personal trajectories, and (2) the degree to which it fostered 
the development of intercultural sensitivity over time.

*	 Personal impact of the course. Regarding the first point, the 
Ideas Club course proved to have a significant impact 
on students’ personal and academic development, par-
ticularly in how they perceive and engage with cultural 
diversity. Over the course of the semester, students 
reported a deepened awareness of the intercultural 
dynamics shaping their learning environment. Their 
experiences in class discussions led to a notable increase 
in their openness to different perspectives and in their 
ability to reflect critically on complex social issues.

*	 Intercultural Sensitivity. One of the most meaningful 
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outcomes of the course was its role in enhancing stu-
dents’ intercultural sensitivity. Through active dialogue 
and exposure to diverse viewpoints, students developed 
greater tolerance for ambiguity, improved empathy, and 
increased cognitive flexibility. These skills revealed to 
be crucial for navigating unfamiliar cultural contexts 
and for building meaningful connections in a diverse 
academic setting.

*	 The course environment encouraged mutual respect 
and thoughtful communication, allowing students not 
only to express their own views but also to listen actively 
and respond constructively to others. Overall, the Ideas 
Club contributed positively to their adaptation process, 
helping them become more confident, reflective, and 
culturally responsive individuals.

general results from our experience

*	 Interacting and Respecting Different Cultures. Over multiple 
editions of the Ideas Club, students have consistently 
demonstrated a strong appreciation for cultural ex-
change. They show genuine interest in engaging with 
peers from diverse backgrounds and express a clear re-
spect for different cultural values. This aligns closely with 
the course’s core objective of fostering an environment 
where dialogue and mutual understanding thrive.

*	 Openness and Confidence Facing Different Cultures. Throughout 
the years, participants have shown growing confidence 
in navigating intercultural interactions. They exhibit 
openness toward engaging with people from different 
cultures and tend to approach these encounters with em-
pathy and caution rather than judgment. This reflects 
an increasing ability to tolerate ambiguity and develop 
intercultural empathy, key indicators of sensitivity and 
maturity in global communication.
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*	 Communication and Curiosity across Cultures. Students 
also tend to express themselves with both verbal and 
non-verbal awareness, suggesting a deeper level of cul-
tural fluency. They consistently show curiosity about 
unfamiliar cultural contexts, seeking to learn more and 
expand their understanding. This spirit of inquiry and 
willingness to engage with diverse perspectives reflects 
the course’s success in nurturing active intercultural 
learning.

*	 Avoidance Behaviours. Avoidance and notions of cultural 
superiority have been regularly challenged and rejected 
by participants over the years. Students typically express 
an inclusive mindset, showing a clear departure from 
exclusionary behaviours. This reinforces the course’s 
impact in promoting equity, humility, and shared re-
spect in intercultural environments.

Conclusion

This course was conceived to engage students from 
outside the European Union in critical discussions about 
European values. Over several years, it has proven remark-
ably successful, emerging as the most sought-after compo-
nent of the foundational programme. Its popularity stems 
from the unique space it offers: a forum where students 
can voice their opinions openly, challenge differing views 
without fear, and experience a classroom culture grounded 
in mutual respect.

Beyond its value as an educational exercise, the course 
cultivates essential skills for life in a society that is both 
democratic and competitive. It strengthens students’ intel-
lectual confidence and their capacity to contribute mean-
ingfully to a more inclusive and reflective civic life. The 
structure of the course fosters sustained, in-depth dialogue, 
leading to richer exchanges of ideas and greater willingness 
among participants to listen attentively to one another.
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As the semester unfolds, classroom dynamics evolve 
in positive ways. Participation becomes more balanced: 
initially hesitant students gain confidence to speak, while 
more dominant voices naturally give way to a more equi-
table distribution of attention and engagement. This shift 
reflects a maturing learning environment, where every 
voice has space and value.

The consistent success of the Ideas Club invites a broad-
er reflection, especially in the context of current debates 
over the future of values within the European Union. With 
rising abstention rates among younger voters and increas-
ing concerns about civic disengagement, there is a growing 
sense that many European youths feel disconnected from 
the foundational ideals that once defined the continent’s 
identity. This is particularly troubling at a time when an 
ever-larger share of national legislation is shaped at the 
European level. Regardless of one’s stance on this process, 
one fact remains indisputable: democratic systems cannot 
function without the active participation of their citizens.

In this light, universities must be seen not only as plac-
es of academic learning but as spaces for civic formation. 
Programs like the Ideas Club offer a model for how educa-
tion can support democratic renewal. There is a compel-
ling case for expanding such initiatives, not just for students 
arriving from other parts of the world, but for European 
students as well, especially at the beginning of their aca-
demic journeys. Opening up structured, respectful spaces 
to critically explore European values is not only relevant for 
integrating international students, but increasingly neces-
sary to reengage citizens within Europe itself.
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