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Does Beck's theory of cosmopolitanism illuminate our understanding of 

educators' perspectives in shaping contemporary HE internationalisation policy 

and practice? 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Aim: The purpose of this qualitative research is to report an exploration of the potential contribution that 

Scottish univresity educators can make in informing internationalisation policies, wich is an underexplored area 

in the literature. To fill this gap, and to guide theorising, the research employs Ulrich Beck’s work. Beck's 

cosmopolitanism emphaises cultural relevance and acknowledges modern risks that are associated in a World 

Risk Society. By applying Beck's notion of cosmopolitanism, an internationalisation that emphasises cultural 

relevance, provides a lens by which to analyse educators' perspectives on higher education (HE) 

internationalisation. Here, ‘educator’ is used to denote those who are involved in teaching and research, but play 

no direct role in policymaking. 

 

Background: Globalisation witnessess unprecedented changes happening around the world. This has led to the 

way in which adult education and learning is being viewed, particularly in HE, which sits within the area of post-

compulsory education. Scottish universities in common with other around the world has embraced 

internationalisation. Some Scottish universities have published their internationalisation strategies, presenting 

themselves as global institutions. Regardless of the global application of internationalisation in HE, there is 

ambiguity and lack of clarity in defining the concept, which is constructed differently in the literature, in practice 

and in HE institutions in different countries. Therefore it may be that Scottish HE also constructs 

internationalisation in a particular way.   

 

Conceptual Framework: This qualitative research is informed by socio-cultural theories, and uses Ulrich 

Beck’s ‘cosmopolitanism’ to explore the research questions and provide an analytic framework. Beck's notion of 

cosmopolitanism is viewed differently as against to the concepts universalism, globalism, transnationalism, and 

internationalisation. Beck’s cosmopolitanism acknowledges the ‘otherness’ of those who are culturally different, 

and of the future, nature, the object, and other rationalities; this notion of the cosmopolitan, then, provides a 

framework within which to examine internationalisation, particularly from the perspective of the educator.  

 

Method: Adopting an interpretivist stance, the research draws upon preliminary data from ongoing doctoral 

research. The paper addresses two main research questions: how does Beck's cosmopolitanism influence our 

understanding of educators' perspectives and the notion of contemporary HE internationalisation? What role do 

HE educators play (or would they like to play) in informing contemporary internationalisation policiy and 

practice? Three universities in Scotland were selected for the study, based: geographical locations and 

publication of internationalisation strategies. Questionnaires [n=42] followed by interviews [n=15] were used to 

gather data. The data collected has been analysed through a lens of cosmopolitanism to identify how educators 

conceptualise internationalisation.  
 

Initial Findings: There are opposing views on how Scottish HE institutions shape internationalisation policies in 

common with similar institutions around the world. A small majority of respondents felt Scottish policies aligned 

with universities globally although significant proportion dis-agreed. A major finding of the study is that, HE 

educators have a wealth of expereince and opinions regarding national cultural issues that have potential to 

meaningfully inform policy-making. 

 

Conclusions:  

 

HE educators have a wealth of experiences and knowledge that could potentially, meaningfully inform HE 

internationalisation policies. These staff are not involved in policy-making. Consideration should be given to 

including this valuable resource in shaping future Scottish universities’ internationalisation policies as to 

continue to ignore it risks suboptimal operationalisation of internationalisation. 
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