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Double�Agendas� in� International�Partnership�Programs:�A�
case�study� from�an�Ethiopian�University
Petra�Angervalla� and�Kitaw�Kassieb
aUniversity�of�Borås,�Sweden;� bDefense�University,�Ethiopia

ABSTRACT
This� paper� explores� the� policy� discourses� underpinning� an� inter-
national�higher�education�partnership� involving� a� large�Ethiopian�
university.� Particular� attention� is� given� to� a� partnership� pro-
gramme�established�between�an�Ethiopian� (EU)�and�a�Norwegian�
(NU)� university,� and� the�main� ideas� and� practices� expressed� and�
negotiated� from� an� Ethiopian� perspective.� This� study� employs�
a� theoretical� framework� based� on� critical� policy� analysis� and�
a� qualitative� case� study� design� using� interviews� and� document�
analysis.� The� results� illustrate� how� a� loosely� defined� policy� for�
international� partnership� in� higher� education� frames� the� condi-
tions� and� possibilities� for� this� programme.� Partnership� in� EU� is�
based�on�policies� that�emphasise�flexibility� in�various�possibilities,�
but� also� with� ambitions,� foremost,� to� partner� with� a� Northern�
university.� In� the� EU,� this� partnership� is� viewed,� mainly,� as�
a� means� of� academic� growth� and� development� while� also� con-
voluted�with�concerns�about�resource�dilemmas�and�dependency.�
This� partnership� programme,� therefore,� appears� to� be� based� on�
contradictions� from�which� a�double�agenda�emerges:� striving� for�
mutuality� versus� avoiding� dependency,� and� local� needs� versus�
global�achievements.

ARTICLE�HISTORY

KEYWORDS
Higher�education;�
international�partnerships;�
academic� rationales;�double�
agenda

Introduction
Higher� education� policies� for� internationalisation� have� become� a� common� part� of�
regulations� and� directives� at� most� universities� today.� However,� the� impact� of� these�
policies� varies� across� countries,� institutions� and� cultures� (DeWit� &� Altbach,� 2021;�
Tight,� 2021).� In� general,� these� kinds� of� policies� tend� to� highlight� the� institutional�
importance� of�building� strong� and� successful� international� networks� to� allow� depart-
ments�and� researchers� to�build�an� international� reputation,�but�also�student�mobility,�
which� can� lead� to� benefits� for� both� academics� and� their� universities.� In� tandem�with�
this� development,� higher� education� partnerships� between� South� (often� referred� to� as�
developing�countries)�and�North�(developed�countries)�have�become�an�ever-increasing�
trend� (Stromquist,� 2007;� Teferra,� 2014).� Many� partnership� initiatives� involving� the�
Global� South� and� North� higher� education� institutions� (HEIs)� have� also� been� estab-
lished.�Ethiopia�has�not�been�an�exception;� its�HEIs�have�been�engaged� in�partnerships�
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with� their�Northern�counterparts� (Semela�&�Ayalew,�2008;�Teferra,�2014).�Norwegian�
universities� are� amongst� the� most� longstanding� partners� of� Ethiopian� universities.�
Recently,� funded� by� NORAD� (Norwegian� Agency� for� Development� Cooperation),�
many� universities� in�Ethiopia� and�Norway� have� been� engaged� in� partnerships� under�
the�programme�called�NORHED�(Norwegian�Program�for�Capacity�Building� in�Higher�
Education�and�Research� for�Development).

The� importance�of� international�partnerships� is�often�referred�to� in�policy�directives�
for�higher�education�in�both�the�Southern�and�Northern�parts�of�the�world�(see,�e.g.�EU�
Commission,�2019;�New�Partnership�for�Africa’s�Development�[NEPAD],�2001).�These�
policy�directives� tend� to�emphasise� the� importance�of�partnerships� for�capacity�build-
ing,� improving� quality,� performance,� broadening� participation,� and� governance� (EU�
Commission,�2019).�The� idea� is�that�academic� institutions�benefit�from�global�relation-
ships,� but�with� caution� regarding� their� unintended� consequences� due� to� an� inherent�
imbalance�of� resources�between� the�Southern�and�Northern� institutions.�Being�critical�
of� the� imbalance� of� power� relations,� many� studies� (e.g.� Koehn� &� Obamba,� 2014;�
Nossum,�2016;�Samoff�&�Carrol,�2004;�Stromquist,�2007)�emphasise� that�partnerships�
between� the�Southern�and� the�Northern� institutions�can�be�based�on�mutual� relation-
ships� that�go�beyond�external�support�and� influence.�Although� this�suggests�a�positive�
relationship,� frequently� this� has�not� been� the� case,� as� the�Southern� institutions� (often�
under� resourced)� hardly� can� do� without� this� external� support� (Ishengoma,� 2016).�
Others�(Kot,�2015;�Lizarraga,�2011;�Wilson,�2012)�emphasise�the�motives�and�priorities�
in�understanding� the�nature�of�partnerships,�arguing� that�partners’�motives�and�prio-
rities� tend� to�determine� the�partnership’s�purposes,�activities,�and� thereby� its� relation-
ship� dynamics.� These� motives� are� sometimes� complex� in� that� partnerships� include�
striving� for�mutuality� (Nossum,�2016;�Samoff�&�Carrol,�2004)�but�also� risks�of�depen-
dency� (Ishengoma,�2016;�Stein,�2019).�This�complexity�can�be� referred� to�as�a�kind�of�
double�agenda�embedded� in� international�partnerships.
In� this� study,� “international� higher� education� partnerships”� refers� to� the� formal�

agreement� between� different� countries� working� collaboratively,� and� partnerships� are�
understood� to�be�based�on�a�social�agreement�about�mutuality.�Accordingly,� this�study�
focuses� on� a� partnership� programme� established� for� such� activities� as� joint-research;�
collaborative� teaching;� curriculum� development;� conferences;� and� community�
engagement.

The�study�draws�on�policy�theory�to�detect�and�analyse�some�of�the�main�discourses�
expressed� in� the� policy� and� practices� of� partnership� programmes� between� HEIs� in�
countries� considered� to� be� South� and�North.� It� focuses� on� the�main� discourses� that�
emerge� as� the� base� for� establishing� these� partnerships,� the� common� traits,� and� for�
whom� and� why� they� emerge.� As� Francisconi,� Grunder,� and� Mulloy� (2011)� argue:�
“Though� many� Ethiopian� universities� have� engaged� in� partnerships� .�.�.� they� are� not�
as�successful�as� they�would� like� to�be� in�building�and�sustaining� the�partnerships”� (p.�
10).� One� explanation� for� the� lack� of� success� could� be� linked� to� policy� strategies,�
priorities,� and� rationales�articulated� to� establish� and� shape� the�nature� of� the�partner-
ship.�It� is�argued�that�partnerships�that�are�established�in�consideration�of�the�partners’�
strategic� priorities� and� rationales� are� likely� to� be� sustained� and� successful� (Sutton�&�
Obst,� 2011;� Wanni,� Hinz,� &� Day,� 2010).� However,� aside� from� agency-sponsored�
evaluation� reports� and� a� few� studies� that� focus� on� status� (e.g.� Francisconi� et� al.,�
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2011),� little� is�known�about� the�policy� incentives�and�discourses�behind� the� formation�
of� international� higher� education� partnerships� in�Ethiopia,� and� how� these� affect� and�
shape� the�conditions�and�possibilities�of�a�particular�partnership�programme.

The�ambition�here� is� to�expand�our�understanding�of� the�policy�drives�and� factors�
associated�with�Ethiopian�HEI’s�prevailing�motives� for� international�partnerships,�with�
a� particular� reference� to� an� already� established� partnership� between� one� selected�
university� in�Ethiopia� (hereafter� referred� to�as�EU)�and�a�Norwegian�university� (NU).�
This�partnership�programme�(EU–NU)�serves�as�a�case� in�order� to�address� the� follow-
ing�questions:

(1) What�policies�are� forming�a�base�at�EU� for�establishing�a�partnership�with�NU?
(2) What� are� the� main� discourses� expressed� in� these� policies� and� how� are� they�

forming� this�specific�programme?�and
(3) Why� is� this�partnership�programme�developed� in� this�way?

The�study�has�been�conducted� through�analyses�of�policy�and�strategy�documents�and�
interview� transcripts.� Since� most� of� the� previous� studies� on� North–South� higher�
education� partnerships� have� focused� on� issues� related� to� the� North� (and� western�
perspectives)� (see� Kot,� 2015;� Wilson,� 2012),� the� intention� here� is� to� understand� the�
underlying�policy�rationales�for� international�partnership�formation�from� the�Southern�
perspective�(using�Ethiopia�as�an�example).�Thus,�this�study�serves�as�a�complement� to�
the�scarce�contemporary�research�with�regard� to� the�Southern�motives�behind� interna-
tional� partnerships,� and� can,� from� that� perspective,� also� provide� valuable� insights� for�
future�partnership�programmes�between� the�global�South�and�North.

Theoretical� frame
Our� general� ambition� is� to� engage� in� a� theoretical� discussion� of� the� main� policy�
discourses� (Ball,� 2012,� 2016)� or�what�we� think� of� as� “rationales”� in� higher� education�
internationalisation� (DeWit� &� Altbach,� 2021;� Knight,� 2004).� We� see� rationales� as�
expressions�of�policy�discourses� that�articulate�strong� ideas,� stable�discursive� relation-
ships,� and� social� practices,� either� in� text� or� as� verbal� discussions� (Ball,� 2012).� These�
rationales� are� always� expressions� of� regulations� and� aspects� of� legitimacy� and� power�
(Ball,� 2012;� Lizarraga,� 2011).�They� reflect� and/or� are� part� of� policy� statements� or� the�
main�strategic�objectives�that�institutions�use�or�intend�to�achieve�through,�for�example,�
internationalisation�activities,� including� international�partnerships� (Chan,�2004;�Jeptoo�
&� Razia,� 2012).� Thus,� we� try� to� understand� the� rationales� that� are� pushing� HE�
stakeholders� towards� international� partnerships,� but� also� how� these� rationales� are�
implemented� in�and�affect�practices.
According� to� DeWit� and� Altbach� (2021)� and� Knight� (2004),� internationalisation�

activities� are� often� driven� by� a� dynamic� combination� of� economic,� academic,� socio-�
cultural,� and�political� rationales.�Economic� rationales� are� linked� to� demands� for� eco-
nomic�growth�and�competitiveness,� labour�market,�and�financial� incentives� (DeWit�&�
Altbach,�2021;�Knight,�2004;�Tamrat�&�Teferra,�2018).�With�the�growth�of�scientific�and�
technological� competitiveness,�HEIs� are� pressurised� to�diversify� their� funding� sources�
through� international� partnerships� (Jeptoo� &� Razia,� 2012;�Woldegiyorgis,�Proctor,� &�
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DeWit,� 2018)� and� to� generate� income� through� international� activities,� fee-paying�
international� students,� patenting,� and� franchise� arrangements� (Knight,� 2004).�
Academic� rationales�are� related� to� the�aims�and� functions�of�higher�education,� includ-
ing� incorporating� an� international�dimension� to� research�and� teaching,� strengthening�
institutional�capacity,� improving� institutional�profile/status,�enhancing�quality,�achiev-
ing� international� academic� standards,� and� extension� of� academic� horizon� through�
various� international� academic� and� research� activities� (Jeptoo� &� Razia,� 2012;� Kot,�
2015;�Nyangau,�2018;�Tamrat�&�Teferra,�2018).�Socio-cultural� rationales�are� related� to�
improving� intercultural�understanding,�national� cultural� identity,� citizenship�develop-
ment,� and� social� and� community� development� (Knight,� 2004;�Nyangau,� 2018;�Qiang,�
2003).� It� is�also�argued� that�political� rationales�are� related� to� foreign�policy,�peace�and�
national� security,� and� national� and� regional� identity� (Jeptoo� &� Razia,� 2012;� Knight,�
2004).� For� example,� international� academic� activities� are� often� seen� as� vehicles� for�
improving�diplomatic� relations,�national� images,�and�geopolitical� ties,�and�as�a�means�
of�promoting� the�political�systems� (Ibid).
From� this� perspective,� these� rationales� can� explain�why�HEIs� take�part� in� interna-

tionalisation�activities�and�guide� the� internationalisation�process� in�which� the� institu-
tions�engage�(Chan,�2004;�Knight,�2004).�Thus,�this�framework�is�necessary�to�highlight�
the�intentions�and�main�interests�behind�the�engagement�of�the�Ethiopian�partner�in�an�
international�partnership.�Here,�a� focus� is�on� the�most�apparent� rationales� that�appear�
in� a� particular� partnership� programme,� and� to� some� extent� on� how� they� affect� the�
practice.

Empirical�case�and�method
The�study�employs�a�qualitative� case�study�design� (Creswell,�2014)� to�generate�deeper�
insights� into� the�contexts�surrounding�a�particular�case�of� international�higher�educa-
tion�partnership.�One�flagship�Ethiopian�university�(EU)�was�selected�as�the�exemplify-
ing�case�(Bryman,�2012)�–�as�other�Ethiopian�universities�have� taken� it�as�a�model�and�
adopted�its�systems�(Kassie,�2020).�Moreover,�its�public�affiliation,�which�often�involves�
international� partnerships� (Samoff�&�Carrol,� 2004),� and� its� long-time� engagement� in�
partnerships�with� the�Norwegian�universities�(Nossum,�2016),�were�used�as�criteria� for�
selecting�EU.�Specifically,�this�partnership�programme�(hereafter�EU–NU)�was�selected�
for� its� relatively� long�duration�at� the� time�of� the�study.

EU�is�the�largest�public�university�in�Ethiopia.�It�was�founded�in�1950.�At�the�time�of�
partnership� establishment� (i.e.� 2013),� it� had� 10� colleges,� 5� institutes,� and� 6� research�
institutes.�It�was�running�70�undergraduate�and�293�graduate�programmes,�72�of�which�
were�PhD� programmes.� It� had� a� student� population� of�more� than� 51,500� and� about�
2833�academic�staff.�Of� the� total�number�of�academic�staff� (researchers�and� teachers),�
27.6%�had�a�PhD.

The� study� is� based� on� the� analysis� of� relevant� documents� and� semi-structured�
interviews� with� staff� (administrators� and� academics)� and� PhD� students� at� EU� who�
have� participated� in� the� development� of� this� partnership.� The� documents� included�
government�policies�and�strategies,� institutional�strategic�plans,�partnership�proposals,�
and� partnership� agreements� (see� Appendix� C).� The� interviews� were� conducted� with�
a� total� of� 24� participants.�Administrators� were� selected� purposefully.� Academics� and�

4 P.�ANGERVALL�AND�K.�KASSIE

Page 6

PhD� students� were� selected� using� a� snowball� sampling� technique,� in� that� first,� we�
contacted� the�coordinator�of� the�partnership�programme,�and� then�we� requested�him�
to� propose� additional� academics� and� PhD� students,� who,� in� turn,� helped� us� make�
contact� with� the� participants.� The� focus� of� interviews� with� the� administrators� was�
mainly�on�policies,�procedures,�and�arrangements�employed� in�establishing�and� scru-
tinising� the� partnership� programme.� Interviews� with� academics� focused� on� their�
experience� in� the� partnership� development� and� the� main� motives� that� drove� them�
and� their� institution� for� establishing� this� programme.� Interviews� with� PhD� students�
focused�on� their�expectations,�benefits,�and�challenges� in� the�programme.�Even�though�
we� do� not� refer� to� all� 24� participants� in� this� paper,� they� have� all� been� part� of� our�
analysis.�An�overview�of� the�participants� is�presented� in�Table�1�below.

The�data�analysis�process�involved�document�analysis�and�analysis�of�interview�data.�
Since�we�were�looking�for�the�main�rationales�expressed�in�this�partnership�programme�
(Ball,� 2012;�DeWit�&�Altbach,� 2021;�Knight,� 2004),� phrases� and/or� statements� in� the�
documents� that� signified� a� basis� for� the� establishment� of� the� partnership�were� high-
lighted�and�annotated� (coded).�Accordingly,�clear� intentions�and� interests,�compelling�
factors� and� expectations� declared� repetitively� in� the� documents� were� identified� as�
themes.� Then,� these� themes� were� compared� with� and� clumped� into� major� themes�
(see� Appendix� A).� A� similar� procedure� was� followed� in� the� analysis� of� interview�
transcripts.� In� this,�we�highlighted�discourses� that�emerged� as�patterns�among� several�
participants.� These� repetitions�were� coded� as� themes.� Then,� these� themes�were� com-
pared�with� themes� that� emerged� from� the�document� analysis.�Finally,� the� coded� data�
from� the� document� and� interviews� were� integrated� and� analysed� comparatively.�
Moreover,� for� identifying� the�dominant�or�priority�discourses,� the� frequencies�of�each�
theme� and�major� theme� appear� or� denoted� in� the�document�were� counted.�This�was�
also� supplemented� by� responses� to� the� rank� ordering� question� in� the� interviews� (see�
Appendix�B).

Table� 1.�Participants�and� their�positions.
Pseudonym Positions Total�participants
Birara Administrative� staff� (director,�dean,� heads)�who� also�

participated� as�academic�staff
05

Ziad
Desta
Asnake Academic�staff� (working� as� instructors,� researchers,�

supervisors)
10

Dargie
Shume
Fuad
Bayessa
Yegerem
Andualem
Awgichew
Almaz
Addis PhD�students� (who�also�participated� as�academic� staff) 09
Awol
Emebet
Getahun
Mahlet
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Double� incentives� in� international�partnerships
In� general,� the� analysis� of� the� selected� governmental� policy� documents� and� strategic�
plans� (see�Appendix�C)� shows� that� the� establishment� and� expansion� of� international�
partnerships� in� higher� education� in� Ethiopia� have,� in� recent� years,� been� given� due�
consideration.� For� example,� the� Second� Growth� and� Transformation� Plan� (GTP� II)�
document� (FDRE,� 2016)� advocates� strengthening� the� practice� of� international� higher�
education� partnership,� and� proposes� to� develop� “a� framework� for� national� higher�
education� international� partnerships� and� collaboration”� (p.� 189).� Also,� in� Science,�
Technology� and� Innovation� Policy� (Ministry� of� Science� and� Technology� [MoST],�
2012� such� strategies� are� deemed� to� “strengthen� [the]exchange� of� professionals� and�
scientists� through�South-South�and�North-South�cooperation� initiatives;� initiate� joint-�
research�with� international�partners”� (p.�19).

These� policy� texts� seem� to� advocate� the� need� for� strengthening� international�
cooperation�geared�towards�rapid�technology�transfer�and� innovation,�and�also�stress�
expanding� such�collaborative�activities� as� joint-research,� joint� training,�expert�assis-
tance� and� searching� for� international� partners� for� research� funding.� The� Higher�
Education�Proclamation� (no.� 650/2009)� also� calls� for� universities� to� conduct� joint-�
research�with�national�and�international�institutions,�research�centres,�and�industries.�
However,� these�policy�documents�and�strategies� lack�detailed�objectives�and�specific�
suggestions� for� strategies� on� how� to� establish� and� maintain� international�
partnerships.
More�emphasis�and�strategic�focus�on�internationalisation�and�international�partner-

ship� are� given� in� the� Fifth� Education� Sector� Development� Program� (ESDP� V,�
2015–2020)� (Ministry�of�Education� [MOE],�2015).�This�programme�document� identi-
fies� “international� collaboration/internationalisation”� (p.� 112)� of� higher� education� as�
one� focal� strategic� area,� describing� detailed� intentions� about� the� development� of� the�
national� framework� for�HEIs’� international�partnerships� in�view�of�expanding� interna-
tional� partnerships� (ESDP�V,� 2015–2020).� For� example,� it� states� that� “collaborations�
between�Ethiopian�and� international� institutions�will�be�extended�so� that� international�
dialogue�and�exchange�can�advance�the�breadth�and�quality�of�academic�programs�and�
research� .�.�.� and� enhance� the� effectiveness� of� teaching� and� learning”� (p.� 110).� This�
governmental�programme�has�also�set�out�such�specific� targets�such�as� increasing� joint�
academic�programmes�and� joint-research�projects�with� international�partners,�research�
funds�from� international�sources,�and�student�mobility�through� international�exchange�
programmes.� It� also� dictates� that� each� university� ought� to� establish� an� International�
Liaison� Office� responsible� for� developing� international� partnership� strategies� and�
expanding� international�collaborations.

Consistent� with� these� strategic� intentions� reflected� in� national� policies,� the� case�
university� (EU)� has� an� office� named:� “Office� of� External� Relations”,� responsible� for�
coordinating�and�supporting� the� formation�of� international�partnerships.�The�univer-
sity�has�also� reflected� its�strategic� interests� in�establishing�and�expanding� international�
partnerships.�For�example,� its�Strategic�Plan� (2015/16–2020/21)� addresses� such� inten-
tions�under�its�strategic�issue�and�objectives�(pp.�41–43).�The�plan�highlights�intentions�
to� identify� international�partners�on� issues�of�common� interest� to�exchange�experience�
and�jointly�deliver�training�and�community�services.�It�further�specifies�the�intention�of�
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