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Abstract

This forum proposes the use of the concept of “shadows” in the analysis of internationalisation policies to
make visible the decision-making processes and practices appearing at all levels of internationalisation
policies. We focus on the problematic effects appearing at the intersect of the internationalisation policies
implemented by the countries that perceive academic values differently, using the example of Finland as an
EU member state and pre-war Russia. We consider these effects as preventing equal access to quality
higher education and life-long learning for all (SDG4, target 4.3). The forum conceptualises the lessons of
EU/Finnish-Russian internationalisation for further usage of the suggested conceptual lens in policy
implementation in other countries which have developed their own internationalisation policy on a
different value basis. This study addresses what happens when the internationalisation policies promoting
a European view of fundamental academic values are implemented in countries where these values are
perceived in another way. We answer the question of how and why the shadows of internationalisation
appear and have an impact at a macro-, meso-, and micro-level, and conceptualize them for future policy
improvement. The forum discusses the implications of internationalisation policies from the practice
perspective and what might be learnt by the stakeholders previously involved in these cooperation
partnerships.

Keywords: internationalisation of higher education, shadows of internationalisation, dark-side effects,

post-socialist countries, post-imperial countries

Introduction

Internationalisation of higher education aims to contribute to the achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goal SDG4, target 4.3 - equal access to quality higher education and life-long learning for all
(UN, 2024a; 2024b). In implementing internationalisation policies, the member states and universities of
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) commit to upholding, promoting, and protecting such
fundamental values as academic freedom, participation of students and staff in higher education
governance on the principles of partnership and collegiality, and responsibility of higher education towards
the broader society (EHEA, 1999). The Bologna process documents (EHEA, 2024; Opetus- ja
Kulttuuriministerio — OKM [Ministry of Education and Culture], 2017) and national policies envisage these
principles being applicable to all forms of internationalisation implemented both within EHEA countries and
universities, and to their collaborations with foreign partners. However, the perception of these values has
varied considerably both within the EHEA and outside it, including in those countries that also implemented

their own internationalisation policies in collaboration with EHEA members (Shenderova et al., 2023).

As is shown in the forum, the same applies to access to international higher education, which is perceived
as a public good in Europe and as a privilege in some other countries. This study conceptualises what
happens when the internationalisation policies promoting a European view of fundamental academic

values are implemented in countries where these values are perceived in another way. We exemplify our
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concept using the cases of Finland and Russia, bordering countries with a common imperial legacy and
different approaches to internationalisation, and which targeted one another for internationalisation policy

implementation over a lengthy period.

Over the past decades, the internationalisation of higher education and related policies have been
predominantly framed through economic and neoliberal rationalisations (see Elken et al., 2023; Jokila et al.,
2019; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Recently, major political and ecological processes alongside the work of
international organisations aimed at Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have prompted the need to
extend the analysis of internationalisation policies and practices (also Rizvi et al., 2022). National
governments and supranational associations have developed policies on the internationalisation of higher

education.

Since 2015, Finland has focused on SDGs with particular emphasis on quality education (SDG4) (OKM,
2017). In addition, all EHEA members, both democratic supranational bodies and countries (exemplified
here by Finland as an EU member state), and non-democracies (exemplified by Russia), have declared the
development of internationalisation, based on their commitment to the core values of higher education,
such as democracy, human rights, equity, integrity, institutional autonomy, and academic freedom. These
values, as the pillars of a quality education, are supposed to be encouraged both within/between all EHEA
member states, and in their internationalisation activities with other, not necessarily democratic, countries

(EHEA, 2017; OKM, 2017).

Since Russia joined the Bologna Process in 2003, internationalisation policy actors, such as the government
bodies of Finland as an EU member state and Russia, declared their commitment to these values (EHEA,
1999; 2003), also providing policy and finance support to develop internationalisation initiatives (Burquel et
al., 2014; OKM, 2017; Shenderova, 2018a). However, these measures did not contribute to these values
taking root in Russian universities but prevented equal access to quality education for all Russian students
and academics involved in internationalisation with Finland. For example, the EDUneighbours project
(2017-2022)* found that Finnish-Russian double degrees were characterised by unequal access to academic
mobility to Finland. As the section below demonstrates, Finnish universities did not note the uneven access
to mobility and the non-democratic decision-making processes of selected students and academics until
their Russian partners ensured that there was a good intake of their students to Finnish-Russian double

degrees (Shenderova, 2018b; 2023).

Such inequality raises the question of the extent to which European and Finnish internationalisation

policies and partners have recognised what happened in post-socialist Russia during their support for

1 More information about the project is available here: https://research.tuni.fi/eduneighbours/
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internationalisation at a supranational and national (macro-) level (Shenderova, 2020b; 2018a), at a
university, partnership (meso-) level, (Shenderova, 2020a; 2018b), and at a degree programme and
individual (micro-) level (Balbachevsky et al., 2020; Shenderova, 2023). Considering Finland-Russia
internationalisation, we focus on the internationalisation policies of democratic countries and their
partners whose democracy and equity have not been understood to a similar extent. In doing so, we ask
what prevents access to international quality education from being sustained when the internationalisation

policies of these countries intersect.

We believe that a conceptual answer to this question provides a theoretical perspective and is of practical
use for research and the improvement of the internationalisation policies of democratic countries and
supranational bodies with partners in those targeted states that have developed their own
internationalisation policies, relying on their own traditions of policy implementation, university

governance and decision making.

What happens at the intersection of internationalisation
policies: a conceptual lens

This forum proposes a conceptual lens to explore what might be happening behind the publicly declared
goals of internationalisation policies, summarises the lessons learnt (or not) by their stakeholders, and
suggests improvements to the internationalisation policies of countries with different traditions where they
intersect. We consider the intersect and implementation of internationalisation policies at the macro-,
meso-, and micro-levels, including the emergence of the dark-side effects previously studied as a result of
trust in international business (Oliveira & Johanson, 2021). We consider the decline of quality and equity as
the dark-side effects of internationalisation policies. We maintain that these dark-side effects undermine
equal access to quality higher education (SDG4) and the core values of higher education not only in those
countries where they have been weak (if any) historically but also within their democratic partners.
Furthermore, applying simulacra of peacebuilding construction (Heathershaw, 2008) to intersected
internationalisation policies provides a tool for understanding how the shadows appear and generate dark-
side effects under the mottos of international collaboration for the achievement of sustainable

development goals.

In terms of internationalisation policies and practices, countries vary in the extent to which national
universities are included and enabled to participate in international cooperation and competition. In these
countries, it is the elite universities and their staff that are able to benefit from these opportunities (e.g.,
Jokila, 2015; Marginson, 2006; Shenderova 2020a; Yudkevich et al., 2023). Hence, the appearance of

shadows at the intersection of internationalisation policies does not seem to depend on the volume,
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diversity and duration of internationalisation support, or on the complexity of the actors and networks
governed by internationalisation policies (Brooks & Rensimer, 2024; Jokila, 2015; Shenderova et al., 2023).
National traditions of policy implementation and university governance (Shenderova, 2023) together with
the rationales of the stakeholders (Balbachevsky et al., 2022) operating globally and locally (Marginson,

2022) at macro-, meso-, and individual level, are of crucial importance.

How the shadows appear and generate dark-side effects:
the case of Finland-Russia internationalisation

The conceptual lens above is confirmed by a series of funding programmes targeting Russia, via which the
Finnish government financed such internationalisation activities as the Finnish-Russian Cross-Border
University (CBU) aimed at developing collaborative/double degree programmes, academic and student
mobility. The policy measures comprised special funding programmes for the CBU in 2005-2014; the
Finnish—Russian Student and Teacher Exchange Programme (FIRSt/FIRSt+, 2006-2020); the Barents Cross-
Border University since 2006 (BCBU/BCBU+, co-funded by the governments of Finland, Norway, Russia,
Sweden, and the EU within the Kolarctic ENPI CBC programme); and the Team Finland Knowledge
programme (TFK) since 2020. Russia used the EU and Finnish policy initiatives to reform national higher
education through its own internationalisation policy, initiated by the President of Russia from 2006 and
especially from 2012 onwards (Shenderova, 2018a). A series of Russian government programmes provided
targeted funding for a limited number of specially selected universities to increase the number of
collaborative (including joint/double) degrees and outcoming mobility in cooperation with European
universities (Shenderova, 2020b). Those Russian universities that had already implemented these activities
with the support of the government of Finland reported on their success to the Russian government as well
as to national funding bodies. In addition, Finnish universities’ involvement in Russian internationalisation
policy legitimised the stakeholders of the latter within the networks governing internationalisation at the
supranational level of the EHEA, EU, and BRICS (Shenderova et al., 2023) and served the foreign-policy goals

of the Russian state (Makinen, 2023).

However, despite Russia’s full participation in the Bologna Process in 2003-2022, its corresponding
commitments to share the core values, and multiple long-term partnerships supported by European and
Finnish internationalisation policies, Russian policy in this field followed the Soviet approach and
considered internationalisation of higher education as a privilege distributed in a top-down manner for a
limited number of predetermined stakeholders (Kangas et al.; 2023; Oleksiyenko, 2021; Shenderova,
2020a; 2020b). This led to the emergence of such dark-side effects as unequal access to internationalisation
activities for Russian students and academics while selected university administrators prevailed

(Shenderova, 2020a; 2023).
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At the macrolevel of national policy, stratification has perpetuated within the higher education sector
where quality education and research have been concentrated in 46 universities out of the 1,000
accredited in total, and there have been significant variations even within them (Burquel et al., 2014;
Shenderova, 2018b; 2020a; 2023). At the meso-level of university and partnership, Finnish and Russian
universities implemented their own quality assurance procedures separately, their collaborative degrees
had poorly harmonised curricula and unsustainable enrolment. Those members of staff who travelled
regularly were not necessarily involved directly in programmes, related research and interaction with the
students (Shenderova, 2023). Furthermore, the decision-making processes at the intersection of
internationalisation policies enabled their stakeholders not only to legitimise and enshrine these dark-side
effects but to build their simulacra to control the resources (formally aimed at supporting
internationalisation based on allegedly shared values). EU-Russia internationalisation did not provide
sustainable democratic institutions in partnerships at the university and degree programme level
(Shenderova, 2023) but constructing their simulacra. Russian universities charged additional fees from their
students for providing them with transcripts of records and Diploma Supplements, and Finnish universities
were indifferent to this. Russian academics were underrepresented in comparison with administrators in
access to academic mobility, regardless of their contribution to the programme delivery. Meanwhile, a
significant number of Russian administrators and academics received access to Finnish-Russian
internationalisation initiatives due to their personal ties with the families of university top-managers and
prominent academics of Russian universities. The non-democratic and non-transparent selection of
academics and students for Finnish-Russian double degrees also went unnoticed by the Finnish partners

(Shenderova, 2020a; 2023).

At a programme and individual (micro-)level, Finnish partners perceived access to international education
and career to be a self-evident right, while their Russian counterparts perceived it as a privilege available to
those selected by their superiors only. Furthermore, access to internationalisation activities has been
interpreted in Russia as evidence of a privileged position. This was particularly the case for those internal
university stakeholders whose administrative and informal resources enabled them to monopolise their
access to contacts with international partners (Shenderova, 2020a; 2023). Therefore, it has been not only
the internal culture of Russian universities that has legitimised and strengthened privileges for specific
persons irrespective of their real contribution to internationalisation activities, but also the fact that these
privileged persons were welcomed by Finnish partners, simply by being more conspicuous. All this granted
Russian internationalisation policy stakeholders the informal right to further privileges and impunity for

violating basic academic values.

Finnish partners demonstrated little interest in the internal university environment of their Russian

partners, being satisfied by the incoming mobility numbers at the macrolevel of national
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internationalisation policy and closing partnerships with unsustainable intake at the microlevel (Janis-
Isokangas, 2017; Shenderova, 2018b). No data were found regarding the collaborative degrees of at least
two Finnish universities which received CBU, BCBU and FIRST funding, despite there being evidence of
numerous meetings being held both in Russia and in Finland. Some partnerships were developed with
privileged Russian universities including those directly supervised by the Government of Russia and the

Presidential Administration (INREES, 2023).

Therefore, one could assume that the low level of interest of democratic universities in what was
happening within partner universities operating in a non-democratic context could shadow the decision-
making processes and contribute to the appearance of the dark-side effects at the intersection of

internationalisation policy implications.
Conclusion: Why are Russia’s lessons important?

We suggest the term “shadows in the internationalisation of higher education” for all decision-making
processes leading to the dark-side effects of policies, threatening the core values and hindering the
achievement of equal quality education as a sustainable development goal. It should be taken into account
that internationalisation of higher education is an intentional process (de Wit, 2024). Thus, the shadows of
internationalisation cannot be considered unintended consequences (Kamyab & Raby, 2023) because, as is
shown above, they appear as the results of deliberate efforts behind the fagade of democratic

internationalisation policies.

Despite the formal suspension of internationalisation with Russia, the EU and Finland have continued their
internationalisation policies in other targeted countries which, like Russia, combine imperial and socialist
legacies and implement their own internationalisation policies (EDUFI, 2024; TFK, 2023). Therefore, the
intersection of policy implications in non-democratic contexts potentially brings the risks of similar shadows
of internationalisation with new partners. By shadows of internationalisation, we mean all decision-making
processes invisible to or unnoticed by international partners from democratic countries, which appear at
the intersection of their internationalisation policies and the policies of the countries where university
autonomy, democracy, and academic freedom have not taken root for historical reasons. These countries
and policy stakeholders implement their own internationalisation policies using EU initiatives for their own
benefit. This may lead to the construction of simulacra that undermine university autonomy, democracy
and academic freedom within the partnerships, and hinder the ensuring of access to quality higher

education as a sustainable development goal (SDG4).

All this generates questions regarding the possibilities and practices of different partners for actualising
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internationalisation policies within the value base in which they are positioned. In addition, it should be
noted that the internationalisation policies of post-socialist and post-imperial countries have much in
common with the internationalisation policy of Russia, which increases the probability of similar shadows
of internationalisation hindering SDG achievement. For example, China and India have introduced
stratification within the higher education fabric and concentrated academic freedom and
internationalisation as a privilege in a narrow segment of the sector (Varghese & Sarkar, 2022; Wu, 2019).
The internationalisation policies of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, which were former USSR republics
alongside Russia (with Kazakhstan being an EHEA member), have followed the top-down approach, albeit
giving them more opportunities to establish joint initiatives. Like Russia, these countries are implementing
their own internationalisation policies and also rely on European, including Finnish, support to develop
similar internationalisation activities, such as academic and student mobility, collaborative (joint/double)
degrees, and joint universities (Akkari et al., 2023; Chuanya & Yun, 2023). Similar dark-side effects have
already manifested themselves as increased inequality within the sector in relation to internationalisation
opportunities, with the few flagship universities having been funded or having received administrative
preferences at the expense of all the others. Unequal access to international higher education for the
students and academics of flagship and all other universities perpetuated inequality within the sector in

general (EUA, 2019; Ubaydullaeva, 2020).

The concept of shadows of internationalisation reveals their impact on the perspectives of development of
the core values of higher education (democracy, human rights, inclusiveness, integrity, institutional
autonomy, and academic freedom) at the intersection of policy implications as the pillars of quality
education. Further, the concept of shadows of internationalisation allows us to summarise the lessons from
Finland’s cooperation with Russia and explains how these lessons could be used in Finland’s
internationalisation policy in countries with socialist and imperial legacies. Finally, drawing on the shadows
of internationalisation opens up the perspective to study how the dark-side effects of internationalisation
may be prevented and how internationalisation policies may be improved at the supranational, national,

partnership, university, degree programme and individual level.
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