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1. Introduction: Internationalization of higher education (HE)

International Office for Migration (2018). Global 
Migration Indicators. GMDAC: Berlin, p. 25.

DAAD (2020). Wissenschaft weltoffen. Bonn: DAAD, p. 14.
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1. Introduction: European HE Integration

ERASMUS

Maastricht Treaty

Establishment of the 
European Union and 
European citizenship

European Economic 
Area (EEA)

Free movement of 
persons, goods, services, 
and capital within 
European Single Market

Bologna Declaration

29 European countries 
commit to harmonizing 
their HE systems by 2010 

Lisbon Declaration

Goal: making the EU "the 
most competitive and 
dynamic knowledge-
based economy in the 
world“

Launch of the European 
Higher Education Area

European Higher 
Education Area’s key 
goals: student and staff 
mobility, cross-national 
compatibility, quality 
assurance

1987

1993

1994

1999

2000

2010
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1. Introduction: The age of disruptions

2016: Brexit referendum 2020: COVID-19 pandemic
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1. Introduction

Research question

• How have Brexit and COVID-19 actually impacted HE internationalization 
policies in different country contexts?

Case selection

• England, France, and Germany: most internationalized European HE systems in 
terms the number of inbound international students

• Different types of HE systems: market-based (England), state-led (France), 
Humboldtian (Germany)
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2. Theoretical framework: New institutionalism
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2. Theoretical framework: New institutionalism
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2. Analytical framework

Brexit/
COVID-19

Potential unsettling 
of institutional 
self-reinforcing 

mechanisms

Impact
(2016-2021)

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Window of 
opportunity

Disruptive 
event

Antecedent 
conditions

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Source: Author’s own depiction. Framework elements derived from a synthesis of Capoccia & Kelemen (2007), Collier & 
Munck (2017), Ebbinghaus (2005), Mahoney (2000), Scott (2008), and Soifer (2012). 8



Scenario 1: Radical change

Brexit/
COVID-19

Potential unsettling 
of institutional 
self-reinforcing 

mechanisms

Radical change

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Window of 
opportunity

Disruptive 
event

Antecedent 
conditions

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Blue = change
White = stability 9Anna P. Lohse



Scenario 2: Partial change

Brexit/
COVID-19

Potential unsettling 
of institutional 
self-reinforcing 

mechanisms

Partial change

Cultural-cognitive

Window of 
opportunity

Disruptive 
event

Antecedent 
conditions

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative Regulative

Normative

Blue = change
White = stability 10Anna P. Lohse



Scenario 3: Stability

Brexit/
COVID-19

Potential unsettling 
of institutional 
self-reinforcing 

mechanisms

Stability

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Window of 
opportunity

Disruptive 
event

Antecedent 
conditions

Normative

Cultural-cognitive

Regulative

Blue = change
White = stability 11Anna P. Lohse



3. Data & Methods

• 44 expert interviews conducted virtually with Senior Internationalization 

Officers (university level) and policymakers (national level, e.g., DAAD, 

British Council, Campus France, education ministries) between Sept 2020 

and Dec 2021

• Document analysis (n=234) (national/organizational strategies, policy 

briefs, press releases, news items)

• Qualitative content analysis (Gläser & Laudel, 2019) using MAXQDA

• Triangulation with very limited available secondary literature
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4.1 Findings: Brexit
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

Displacement of EU laws on HE, 
Erasmus

Introduction of new regulations 
(EU visa, fees, Turing Scheme)

Government push towards global 
commercial HE 
internationalization 

vs. 

HE organizations’ reinforced 
commitment to EU partners

England:
Partial change
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“[Brexit] was kind of a kick in the teeth because […] the UK 
university sector was massively pro-European. I mean, we flew 
the EU flag for weeks after Brexit from the main building. 
And there was a letter from the UK Vice Chancellors to the 
government saying, 'Don't do it'. What we realized basically 
was that we hadn't been paying enough attention to our 
European partners because it was always taken for granted. […]
It’s a problem we have in the UK with kind of exceptionalism 
that needs to be addressed.” 

(ENG6)
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

Displacement of EU laws on HE 
access & immigration, Erasmus)

Introduction of new regulations 
(EU visa, fees, Turing Scheme)

Government push towards global 
commercial HE 
internationalization 

vs. 

HE organizations’ reinforced 
commitment to EU partners

British exceptionalism 
vs. European integration

England:
Partial change
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

Re-categorization of the UK 
to third country (visa 
requirement)

Strengthened focus on 
intra-European student 
mobility 

Instigation of European 
Universities Initiative (EUI) 
by Emmanuel Macron

France:
Partial change

European HE integration & 
collaboration
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

Re-categorization of the UK 
to third country (residence 
permit requirement)

Strengthened focus on 
intra-European student 
mobility

Opportunism with regard to 
country’s position on global 
HE market

European HE integration & 
collaboration

Germany:
Partial change



4.2 Findings: COVID-19
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

England:
Partial change

Adherence to existing 
regulations, no financial 
support policies

Legitimization of “digital 
routes to market” (ENG3), 
i.e. online student 
recruitment

Market approach,
little coordination/
collaboration across HE 
sector
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

France:
Partial change

Introduction of regulations 
for online education

Visa digitalization reform (as 
planned in 2018 Bienvenue en
France Strategy)

Legitimization and acceleration 
of already planned digitalization 
reforms

State-led collaborative HE 
internationalization
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“It’s evolution, not revolution in the internationalization.” 
(FR11)

Anna P. Lohse: Higher Education in an Age of Disruption
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Regulative

Normative

Cultural-
cognitive

Germany:
Partial change

Introduction of regulations 
for online education

Legitimization and accelerated 
implementation of lagging 
digitalization reforms

Virtual mobility as a systematic 
pillar of HE internationalization

State-led collaborative HE 
internationalization with 
involvement of the academic 
community
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“It was already planned. We had been quietly working on 
[the digitalization initiative] […] And when COVID hit and 
the question was: What can we do now? We pulled it out 
of the drawer and said ‘Here it is’.

(GER9)



4.3 Brexit and COVID-19 
compared
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Institutional change patterns: 
Partial change 

Regulative Normative Cult.-cogn.

Brexit
England X X

France X X

Germany X X

COVID-19
England X

France X X

Germany X X

Anna P. Lohse: Higher Education in an Age of Disruption



5. Discussion 

• The analysis found no radical change in any of the disruption-country 
combinations. This suggests that the transformative impact of the 
disruptions was overestimated by contemporary witnesses.

• The disruption-induced acceleration of ongoing incremental change
challenges the classical theoretical dichotomy between exogenously 
prompted critical junctures and endogenous actor-driven gradual 
institutional change.
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7. Outlook

Avenues for further research

• Analysis of further country cases (e.g., according to governance type, 
degree of HE internationalization, region-based), types of HE 
organizations, and other disruptive events

• Analytical framework could be applied to the same cases at a later 
point in time to investigate the stickiness of the institutional 
developments
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For more detailed 
findings, check out my 
book ☺

Lohse, A.P. (2024). 
Higher Education in an 
Age of Disruption. 
Palgrave Macmillan.



2016 

2020 

Thank you for your attention!

a.lohse@tu-berlin.de

www.annapriscalohse.com
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