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Abstract 
 

              This doctoral thesis analyzes internationalization of higher education in Romania as a both an 
international norm diffusion process and as a discrete policy process, in a wider context of post-
communist transition. It is conceived as a study of policy for policy, with the explicit aim of contributing 
to better decision-making at the national and institutional levels. As such, it is intended to facilitate a 
strategic pursuit of internationalization strategies in Romania, which may further inform our 
understanding of other similar (post-communist transition) national cases. 

The research objective is to understand the internationalization of higher education as a distinct 
policy process at the national and university level, by using a five-point star model of the policy field, 
which highlights the multiplicity of actors involved and acts as a ‘cat’s cradle’. A multi-theory approach 
for higher education governance is used for unpacking the complexity of this policy field. Stakeholder 
and resource dependency theories are employed for understanding the articulation of the interests, 
capacities and interactions between the actors, while discursive institutionalism is used to look at the 
role of ideas (norms) mobilized by actors to influence policy change and to construct policy frames.  In 
terms of scope, the thesis addresses the rationales, drivers and impacts of internationalization of higher 
education, as well as its strategic use by relevant actors.   

The conclusion yields that internationalization in Romania, especially at the national level, is 
more a fruit of the existing context – the overall globalization trends, the Bologna Process and the EU 
pre- and post-accession policy processes – than a deliberate strategic pursuit based on either foresight 
or long term planning. Political and economic rationales are predominant, to the detriment of those 
linked to social and cultural considerations, given the competing pressures linked to the demographic 
downturn, reduced public funding to universities, the perceived need to ‘catch-up with Europe’ and the 
global competitiveness imperative. Another finding is that internationalization of higher education has 
never reached the stage of policy formulation at the national level and in most Romanian universities; it 
was used as a legitimating discourse within higher education reform, but a genuine commitment to 
comprehensive internationalization policies was lacking, leading to an over-reliance on European 
programs and a narrow focus on mobility and research partnerships.   

When looking at the agents of change, it can be inferred that success in pursuing 
internationalization activities was mostly influenced by policy entrepreneurs and leadership 
commitment and continuity, regardless of the institutional profile. At the same time, Romania has 
proven to be an exceptional laboratory for understanding internationalization as a distinctive public 
policy process within the higher education sector. This is due to the double centralization legacy of the 
higher education system (caused by its Napoleonic model of higher education system and the 
communist influence) and the over-sized influence of international actors in policy reform (e.g. UNESCO 
CEPES and the World Bank). A number of the overall conclusions, mainly aimed at improving decision-
making at the national level, are also potentially relevant for a wider regional audience: the need to 
minimize the over-reliance on international funds and technical assistance of international 
organizations; limiting over-regulation based on international norms; and improving the national role in 
the global discussions on internationalization and fighting double discourse. This latter aspect points to 
the difficulties of replicating policy concepts across borders in a non-contextualized form, especially 
when domestic contexts differ significantly from the pioneering setting of a given policy. 



7 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................................... 2 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................................... 3 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................ 7 

List of figures and tables ............................................................................................................... 11 

List of abbreviations ...................................................................................................................... 12 

Chapter 1 – Introduction .............................................................................................................. 15 

1.1 General context and main trends on internationalization of higher education ............ 15 

1.2 The case of post-communist transition countries ......................................................... 18 

1.3 Research objectives and rationale for case study selection .......................................... 19 

1.3.1 Research questions ....................................................................................................... 19 

1.3.2 Rationale for the national case study selection ........................................................... 21 

1.3.3 Rationale for the institutional case study selection ..................................................... 25 

1.4 Methodological approach and personal experience ..................................................... 30 

1.5 Structure of the thesis .................................................................................................... 33 

Chapter 2 – Internationalization of higher education – what does existing research tell us? ..... 36 

2.1 History, definitions and main trends .............................................................................. 36 

2.1.1 Internationalization of higher education – brief historical landmarks ........................ 36 

2.1.2 Internationalization - conceptual efforts and definitional diversity ............................ 41 

2.1.3 Internationalization, globalization and Europeanization ............................................. 45 

2.1.4 Rationales for internationalization ............................................................................... 51 

2.1.4 Internationalization approaches and trends ................................................................ 54 

2.1.5 Factors that influence internationalization of higher education ................................. 56 

2.1.6 Institutional level – why is it important and how does it distinguish itself from 

national and supranational efforts? ...................................................................................... 59 

2.1.7 Models of analyzing internationalization strategies .................................................... 61 

2.2. Comparative research and existing in-depth studies ........................................................ 62 

2.3 Research on the internationalization of higher education in Romania .............................. 65 

2.4 Defining and addressing the research gap .......................................................................... 69 

Chapter 3 - Elements of a theoretical framework and the contribution to the research field .... 72 



8 
 

3.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 72 

3.2 The shifting contours of higher education governance ...................................................... 73 

3.3 Mapping the policy process in the Romanian context........................................................ 76 

3.4 Final considerations ............................................................................................................ 82 

Chapter 4 - Internationalization in the Romanian higher education landscape - policies, 

rationales, strategies and actors ................................................................................................... 83 

4.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 83 

4.2  The Romanian policy context ............................................................................................. 84 

4.2.1 Romania as a privileged site for understanding the higher education 

internationalization process .................................................................................................. 84 

4.2.2 Understanding the Romanian higher education policy sub-system ............................ 86 

4.3 Post-communist transition (1990 – 1998) .......................................................................... 96 

4.4 The evolution of internationalization of higher education as a policy process in the 

Romanian context (2000 – 2015) ............................................................................................ 106 

4.4.1 Higher education reforms in the context of the Bologna Process (1999 – 2007) ...... 107 

4.4.2 The post-Bologna Process phase: between the rankings race and equity concerns . 111 

4.4.3 Internationalization of higher education in Romania as a distinct policy process .... 116 

4.4.3 Internationalization of higher education in Romania – what do the numbers say? . 121 

4.4.4 Efforts made to develop a national approach to internationalization of higher 

education ............................................................................................................................. 130 

4.5 Strengths and weaknesses at the national policy level .................................................... 135 

4.6 Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 140 

Chapter 5 – The internationalization of research oriented higher education institutions in 

Romania ...................................................................................................................................... 144 

5.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 144 

5.2 Background information: research intensive universities in the Romanian context and the 

rationale for case study selection ........................................................................................... 146 

5.3 The need for internationalization policies ................................................................... 149 

5.4 The formulation and development of internationalization policies ............................ 152 

5.5 Implementation of internationalization policies, tools and funding ................................ 158 

5.6 Obstacles and risks ....................................................................................................... 167 



9 
 

5.7 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 170 

Chapter 6 - Internationalization of non-research intensive higher education institutions in 

Romania ...................................................................................................................................... 173 

6.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 173 

6.2 Background information and case study selection ........................................................... 174 

6.3 The need for internationalization policies ........................................................................ 177 

6.3.1 The quest for prestige, financial sustainability and carving a niche in the higher 

education spectrum ............................................................................................................. 177 

6.3.2 The demographic pressure ......................................................................................... 178 

6.3.3 Recognition by a global labor market ......................................................................... 180 

6.4 The formulation and development of internationalization policies ................................. 181 

6.5 Implementation, tools and funding .................................................................................. 187 

6.5.1 Actors involved in the implementation of institutional internationalization strategies

 ............................................................................................................................................. 187 

6.5.2 The development of responsible structures .............................................................. 189 

6.5.3 European programs .................................................................................................... 192 

6.5.4 Cross-border higher education delivery ..................................................................... 193 

6.5.5 Direct international agreements for student mobility ............................................... 194 

6.5.6 Funding ....................................................................................................................... 195 

6.5.7 Comparative outcomes .............................................................................................. 195 

6.6 Obstacles and risks ............................................................................................................ 197 

6.7 Conclusions ........................................................................................................................ 200 

Chapter 7 – Key findings and research limitations ..................................................................... 202 

7.1 Key findings ....................................................................................................................... 202 

7.2 Research limitations and encountered problems ............................................................. 211 

7.3 Implications of findings ..................................................................................................... 213 

Chapter 8 - Policy recommendations ......................................................................................... 217 

8.1 The development of realistic and adequately resourced internationalization strategies 217 

8.2 A reform of funding and staffing practices ....................................................................... 218 

8.3 More commitment to internationalization from the side of public authorities............... 220 


