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ABSTRACT

This paper explores how academic staff at Georgian universities perceive
and engage with the internationalization of research, drawing on 32 in-
depth interviews with faculty across 16 institutions. The study revealed
respondents’ views on internationalization, along with their attitudes to-
ward the factors that enable or hinder research internationalization, and
the contexts in which they operate.

Key enabling factors identified include personal motivation, early interna-
tional experience (“prior internationalization”), supportive supervisors, in-
stitutional funding mechanisms, and access to external grants. Respondents
also highlighted the importance of long-standing collaborations and depart-
mental traditions of internationalization, particularly in the natural sciences.

The study also reveals significant barriers at the individual (e.g., lack of
English proficiency, caregiving responsibilities disproportionately affecting
women, lack of experience), institutional (e.g., low salaries, inadequate
funding, administrative overload), national (e.g., formalistic policies, eco-
nomic challenges), and international (e.g., stereotypes about the region)
levels. Contrasting notions of “selective” and “formal” internationaliza-
tion also emerged. While the former refers to efforts to collaborate with
well-established academics or institutions, the latter describes practices
of internationalization that do not genuinely enhance research quality.
The concept of “internationalization as burden” is also linked to the latter,
capturing the negative perception of internationalization among faculty
who, due to a combination of individual and structural constraints, are
unable to engage meaningfully in international research collaboration.

Overall, the findings underscore that while there is a normative commit-
ment to internationalization exists in Georgian higher education, mean-
ingful implementation requires increased funding and targeted capaci-
ty-building. Without such measures, internationalization risks remaining a
formal exercise rather than a transformative academic practice.
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Introduction

The
should be examined within the broader con-

internationalization of research
text of the internationalization of higher edu-
cation, as the former constitutes an integral
part of the latter. The internationalization of
higher education is one of the most press-
ing topics in higher education research, as
evidenced by the large number of scholarly
publications released each year on various
aspects of internationalization.

De Wit and Altbach (2021) define interna-
tionalization as:

[t]he intentional process of integrating
an international, intercultural or global di-
mension into the purpose, functions and de-
livery of post-secondary education, in order
to enhance the quality of education and re-
search for all students and staff and to make
a meaningful contribution to society. (De Wit
& Altbach, 2021, 35)

They also stress that internationalization
is an intentional, planned process that should
contribute to quality improvement; it should
not be a privilege reserved for the academic
elite, but should benefit the entire university
community, and society beyond it.

Internationalization is a complex con-
cept that encompasses multiple dimensions,
including the physical mobility of students
and faculty, curriculum internationalization,
internationalization at home, research in-
ternationalization, and more. In academic
literature, various dimensions of the inter-
nationalization of higher education are iden-
tified, although certain dimensions tend to

recur across different authors. For example,
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Finkelstein and Sethi (2014) distinguish the
following dimensions of internationalization:
1. Physical mobility, 2. Integration of an in-
ternational perspective into teaching and
research (internationalization “at home”),
3. Collaboration with international students
and colleagues (involvement in international
research networks and publications).

De Wit and Altbach (2021) identify the
following elements of internationalization: 1.
Internationalization abroad, which includes
subcategories such as: a) Student mobility; b)
Academic staff mobility; c) Program mobility,
which is reflected in double degree programs,
joint programs, international branch campus-
es established by universities abroad, and
more; d) Online mobility; 2. Internationaliza-
tion at home, which includes curriculum and
teaching internationalization, the develop-
ment of global citizenship, and other related
activities; 3. Internationalization of research.

Jones et al. (2023) point to aspects such
as international research collaboration, in-
ternationalization at home, recruitment of
international students and academic staff,
mobility of students and academic personnel,
online teaching, and transnational education.

Gao (2018), meanwhile, identifies six key
dimensions: research, students, faculty, cur-
riculum, governance, and engagement. Each
dimension consists of specific components,
which can be measured using certain indi-
cators.

Similar to De Wit and Altbach, Huang
(2014) also distinguishes three elements of
higher education internationalization: 1. Mo-
bility of faculty and students; 2. Development
of international programs, program accredi-
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tation, curriculum internationalization, and
related components; 3. Joint research pro-
jects and academic events.

In the literature, the various components
of higher education internationalization are
discussed unevenly. Jones et al. (2023) note
that, within the context of internationaliza-
tion, the greatest attention has been given
to student mobility, policy, and institutional
strategies. Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018) make
similar observations regarding student mo-
bility. Researchers point out that topics such
as the internationalization of research, the
international activities of academic staff, and
their perceptions of internationalization have
received comparatively less analysis in the lit-
erature (Calikoglu et al., 2022; De Wit & Alt-
bach, 2021; Jones et al., 2023; Li et al., 2021;
Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018).

In light of this, the goal of the present
study is to explore the understanding and
experiences of academic staff regarding the
broader process of internationalization and,
in particular, the internationalization of re-
search in Georgian higher education. To ad-
dress this goal, the following research ques-
tions were formulated:

1.How do academic staff in Georgia per-

ceive the internationalization of higher
education and the internationalization
of research?

2.What opportunities and challenges do

they encounter in engaging with inter-
national research?

3.How do academic staff perceive the

individual, institutional, national, and
international contexts that shape their
engagement in research internationali-
zation?
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1. Theoretical Foundations of the Research

1.1 Internationalization of Research:
Global Trends and Perspectives

International research collaboration is a
critical factor for research productivity, rec-
ognition, and access to funding (Kocar et al.,
2023). Moreover, in recent years, the inter-
nationalization of research has become an
area of strategic intervention for both gov-
ernments and universities (Bégin-Caouette
etal., 2023).

Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018) identify three
levels of underlying motivations for research
internationalization: national, institutional,
and individual. At the national level, one of
the driving motivations is the desire to in-
crease a country’s competitiveness in the
global knowledge market. At the institutional
level, motivations are linked to the pursuit of
enhanced productivity and competitiveness.
At the individual level, motivations are often
tied to the prestige economy and aspirations
for career advancement. In addition, the au-
thors identify a range of factors that directly
or indirectly influence the internationaliza-
tion process. Some of these factors operate
at the individual level, while others are re-
lated to the discipline, institution, or broad-
er environment. However, in their view, the
intersection of these different factors at the
individual level plays a key role in research in-
ternationalization.

Calikoglu et al. (2022) point to the follow-
ing motivations: academic development, sup-
port for institutional growth, student devel-
opment, and sociocultural and international
advancement. Jones et al. (2023) emphasize
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that academic staff play a key role in the in-
ternationalization process, as they are the
main driving force behind teaching and re-
search. A similar position was expressed ear-
lier by Finkelstein and Sethi (2014). Li et al.
(2021) also highlight that the involvement of
academic staff is essential for the successful
internationalization of higher education.

According to the prestige maximization
model discussed by Kwiek (2021), both re-
search-oriented universities and individual
academics constantly strive to maximize their
prestige and adjust their actions to remain
competitive in the academic market. Al-
though the internationalization of research is
influenced by academic discipline and univer-
sity type, the decision to engage in interna-
tionalization is personal, with significant im-
portance placed on individual organizational
skills and informal collaboration.

This observation echoes the conclusion of
Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018, p. 12), who argue
that “the internationalization of research is
essentially a bottom-up activity, regardless
of moves to enforce new national or insti-
tutional strategies to enhance it.” According
to the authors, the research activities of ac-
ademic staff are relatively independent from
institutional internationalization strategies. A
similar conclusion is drawn by Yemini (2019),
whose study showed that international re-
search collaboration was mostly initiated and
developed at the individual level.

The important role of individual research-
ers in the internationalization of research is
also emphasized by Jones and Oleksiyenko
(2011). Their case study of a Canadian uni-

versity demonstrated that, despite limited
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national and institutional funding, individ-
ual academic units were highly internation-
alized, provided that they operated in an
environment that supported individual re-
search initiatives. In this process, individual
researchers played a decisive role.

Since, as noted above, the internationali-
zation of research is largely driven by the initi-
ative of academic staff, it becomes important
to examine their attitudes and perceptions
toward this phenomenon. Yemini’s study
(2019) highlights the expectations and risks
associated with international collaboration.
The research showed that highly productive
scholars place significant value on interna-
tional collaboration, and view it as a key fac-
tor for career advancement. As Jones et al.
(2023) emphasize, the perspectives of aca-
demic staff play a crucial role in understand-
ing and implementing internationalization.
In their analysis of academic staff’s interna-
tional engagement, Calikoglu et al. (2022) dis-
tinguish between institutional and individual
motivations. Due to reduced public funding
and increased competition in the global ac-
ademic market, institutions prioritize inter-
nationalization as a strategy to enhance their
prestige and income. In contrast, academic
staff’s motivations and perceptions regarding
internationalization are more closely tied to
individual and disciplinary contexts. The au-
thors also point out that, in recent decades,
strategies and underlying motivations for in-
ternationalization in higher education have
become increasingly complex.

Although institutional and individual mo-
tivations for internationalization differ, they

cannot be entirely separated, as institutional,
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national, global, and other contextual fac-
tors may either facilitate or hinder academic
staff’s engagement in international collabora-
tion (Jones et al., 2023).

In examining how academic staff perceive
internationalization, Li et al. (2021) identify
five main categories: understanding of inter-
nationalization; perceptions of the underly-
ing institutional motivations for internation-
alization; academic staff’s understanding of
their ownrole in the process; motivation; and
actual engagement in internationalization.
Within this final category — engagement —
Li and colleagues further distinguish subcat-
egories such as participation in internation-
al conferences, publication in international
journals, short-term research mobility, in-
volvement in international research projects,
serving as a reviewer for international jour-
nals, co-authorship with foreign colleagues,
supervision of international students, and
hosting visiting scholars. Such differentiation
is necessary because, as Leask et al. (2021)
argue, the literature often lacks precision in
defining what is meant by “faculty engage-
ment” in internationalization.

In the context of research internation-
alization, the literature identifies a range of
facilitating and hindering factors. Finkelstein
and Sethi (2014) group these factors into
three broad categories: national, organiza-
tional, and individual. Within the individual
category, they further distinguish between
professional (e.g., disciplinary field, academic
rank, teaching/research orientation, inter-
national publications) and personal/demo-
graphic factors (e.g., age, gender, country of
degree, years spent abroad). Building on this
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model, Bégin-Caouette et al. (2023) catego-
rize the factors influencing international re-
search collaboration into four groups: individ-
ual, professional, institutional, and national.

Bégin-Caouette et al. (2023) highlight
several key factors that influence interna-
tional research collaboration: obtaining an
academic degree abroad; the level of fund-
ing received from international sources; and
institutional expectations for researchers to
publish in internationally recognized outlets.
Rostan et al. (2014) emphasize the particular
role of language, suggesting that language
can either facilitate or hinder international
collaboration.

Kwiek (2020) categorizes the barriers to
the internationalization of research into three
levels: macro, organizational, and individual.
At the macro level, influential factors include
geopolitics, cultural traditions, language,
country size, and the level of economic devel-
opment. At the organizational level, institu-
tional reputation and available resources play
a critical role. At the individual level, personal
circumstances, the academic status of the re-
searcher, and their perceived attractiveness
as a partner in international collaboration are
key considerations. Furthermore, as the num-
ber of individuals and institutions involved in
international research networks increases,
the coordination required to manage these
collaborations effectively also grows, resulting
in what are often termed “coordination costs.”

Other challenges related to research in-
ternationalization noted by scholars include
academic migration (commonly referred to
as “brain drain”), the limited use of local lan-

guages in scholarly publications due to the
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dominance of English, and a tendency to fo-
cus on research topics that are less connected
to local or regional needs. Researchers have
also identified asymmetric power relations
within international collaborations — where
some partners hold more influence due to
prestige or status —as well as communication
challenges, insufficient institutional support,
and difficulties integrating internationaliza-
tion effectively into institutional missions and
strategies (Flander et al., 2023; Jones & Olek-
siyenko, 2011; Queirds et al., 2023; Rostan et
al., 2014; Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018).

Yemini (2019) draws attention to further
obstacles, such as strategies of advancement
at others’ expense (particularly within large
research teams), time burdens resulting from
inter-team communication, difficulty rec-
onciling divergent interpretations, and the
complexities of managing relationships with
international colleagues.

Calikoglu et al. (2022) identify institution-
al, bureaucratic/geopolitical, and financial
barriers to internationalization. In a study
analyzing academic staff attitudes toward
teaching abroad, Leask et al. (2021) argue
that insufficient engagement from academic
staff constitutes a significant impediment to
internationalization. These barriers may be
cultural, institutional, or personal. Thus, ac-
ademic staff can be seen both as the main
drivers of internationalization and, simulta-
neously, as insufficiently motivated or resist-
ant to change — factors that may negatively
affect the internationalization process. This
observation echoes the claim by Jones and
Oleksiyenko (2011) that research internation-
alization is often inconsistent and irregular
rather than a coherent set of planned actions.
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A more recent study by Queirds et al.
(2023) shows that in Portugal, academic
staff report a lack of meaningful institutional
support for internationalizing their research.
Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018) stress that, like
other aspects of higher education interna-
tionalization, the internationalization of re-
search cannot be reduced to a purely quan-
titative analysis: it is more of a process than
a product, and its measurement is inherently
complex. This conclusion aligns with Queirds
and colleagues’ (2023) call for qualitative
analysis of international research collabora-
tion across different national contexts.

Building on the reviewed literature, this
study adopts a multi-level perspective on
research internationalization, drawing on
Woldegiyorgis et al’s (2018) threefold dis-
tinction of national, institutional, and indi-
vidual motivations, and extending it with a
fourth, international level to better capture
the dynamics of cross-border engagement.
A central insight from the literature, empha-
sized by Jones et al. (2023), Finkelstein and
Sethi (2014), and Li et al. (2021), is the pivot-
al role of academic staff in driving the inter-
nationalization of research. This bottom-up
perspective, highlighted by Woldegiyorgis et
al. (2018), informed the design of semi-struc-
tured interviews, guiding both the formula-
tion of discussion topics and the overall inter-
view process. While the literature identifies a
range of enabling and restricting factors for
research internationalization, this study spe-
cifically aims to explore how these factors
manifest in the Georgian higher education
context, thereby contributing context-specif-
ic insights to the broader understanding of
research internationalization.
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1.2 Internationalization of Research
in Georgia

During the Soviet period, science and
scholarship in Georgia were under strict
control by the state ideological apparatus,
and were conducted mostly separately from
universities, within institutes subordinated
to the Academy of Sciences (Chankseliani,
2022). After the restoration of independence,
the first significant change in Georgia’s high-
er education system was the privatization of
universities (Chakhaia & Bregvadze, 2018).
Apart from this factor, the system of higher
education and scientific research largely re-
tained features characteristic of the Soviet
period (among them, the most prominent
was the existence of a centralized research
system, with the Georgian National Acade-
my of Sciences as its central unit). However,
the heavy socio-economic crisis that followed
the civil war in the early 1990s, and the con-
flicts initiated by separatist movements in the
Abkhazia and Samachablo regions, severely
hindered the development and international-
ization of research. Due to the dire econom-
ic conditions, state funding for research was
drastically reduced or disappeared entirely,
and much of the research infrastructure was
destroyed. This was accompanied by the so-
called “brain drain,” as a number of research-
ers emigrated abroad (Chakhaia & Bregvadze,
2018; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).

In 2005, Georgia joined the Bologna Pro-
cess (European Higher Education Area, n.d.).
This significantly increased the mobility of
academic staff and students within the Euro-
pean Higher Education Area (Nastase, 2020).
During this period, substantial reforms were

63

implemented in the higher education sys-
tem, resulting in a transition to a three-tier
structure (bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
levels). The introduction of master’s and doc-
toral elements, along with the integration of
scientific centers and institutes into univer-
sities, transformed the research landscape
in Georgia. As a result of the reforms, the
primary goal of the Georgian National Acad-
emy of Sciences became the facilitation of
research development, while most research
now takes place within universities (Georgian
National Academy of Sciences, n.d.; Chakhaia
& Bregvadze, 2018; Tabatadze & Chachkhi-
ani, 2022). The research funding system was
also changed. Prior to the reforms, research
institutes received funding directly from the
state; as a result of the reforms, their fund-
ing became dependent on the universities
to which these research centers belong. Fur-
thermore, based on the order of the Minister
of Education and Science of Georgia dated
July 28, 2010, a legal entity of public law — the
Shota Rustaveli National Science Foundation
of Georgia — was established (Shota Rustave-
li National Science Foundation of Georgia,
n.d.), which annually announces state re-
search grant competitions. Researchers affil-
iated with Georgian universities are eligible
to participate in these competitions. In 2024,
the foundation’s budget amounted to 35 mil-
lion GEL (Shota Rustaveli National Science
Foundation of Georgia, n.d.).

Chachkhiani and Tabatadze (2023) point
out that the internationalization of research
in the Georgian context has not been suffi-
ciently studied. They identify various strat-
egies for the internationalization of higher
education in Georgia, including modeling
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academic programs on international curric-
ula, mobility of students and academic staff,
joint programs with foreign universities, par-
ticipation in international projects, and at-
tracting international students to Georgian
universities. In terms of research interna-
tionalization, the authors note that the mo-
tivations of academic staff, and the factors
influencing international research collabora-
tion, remain underexplored in the Georgian
context. The present study focuses precisely
on this dimension.

Integration into the European Higher
Education Area has accelerated the process
of research internationalization in Georgia.
However, it is worth noting that during the
final years of the Soviet Union, Georgian
researchers were highly active in several
fields, including physics, chemistry, biology,
and mathematics. According to Tabatadze
and Chachkhiani (2022, p. 203), Georgian
researchers published 406 articles in Web
of Science—indexed scientific journals in
1984. The authors note that this number
was only surpassed in 2006. Overall, the
number of Georgian publications indexed in
the Web of Science has steadily increased
in recent years. Georgian researchers have
also demonstrated a high citation rate. As
of 2019, the citation rate of publications by
Georgian researchers was the highest among
post-Soviet countries. However, the authors
also note that publications in international
journals are often produced in co-authorship
with foreign colleagues. International collab-
oration is highest in disciplines such as phys-
ics and astronomy, and relatively lower in the

humanities and social sciences (Campbell &
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Gorgodze, 2016; Chachkhiani & Tabatadze,
2023; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).

In post-Soviet Georgia, the development
of research is hindered by a number of fac-
tors. These include insufficient funding for re-
search centers and doctoral students, low sal-
aries for academic staff, and a weak pension
system (which obstructs generational change
within universities), lack of proper infrastruc-
ture, shortage of qualified personnel, lan-
guage barriers, and a negative ratio between
researchers and doctoral students (i.e., too
many doctoral students per researcher) (Na-
stase, 2020; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).
Naturally, these factors also negatively af-
fect the internationalization of research. In
this context, a positive development is the
integration of mechanisms for evaluating re-
search activities into the standards for univer-
sity authorization and program accreditation
introduced by the National Center for Educa-
tional Quality Enhancement, which includes
a specific focus on internationalization. As a
result, universities have begun to pay great-
er attention to the development and inter-
nationalization of research (National Center
for Educational Quality Enhancement, n.d.;
Campbell & Gorgodze, 2016; Tabatadze &
Chachkhiani, 2022). Additionally, researchers
view the introduction of a competitive, pub-
lic funding system — embodied in the Shota
Rustaveli National Science Foundation —as a
positive step toward enhancing the quality of
research (Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).
Another factor contributing to the interna-
tionalization of research is the requirement
introduced by universities that doctoral stu-

dents must publish at least one article in an



GIORGI TAVADZE, TAMTA LEKISHVILI, ELENE ZURABISHVILI

VOL.6-NO.1(6)-2025

JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES (JDS)

international journal before defending their
dissertation. However, researchers evaluate
this requirement in mixed terms (Nastase,
2020; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).

Campbell and Gorgodze (2016) identify
three main driving forces behind the inter-
nationalization of higher education in Geor-
gia: the influence of the West, accreditation
processes, and the mobility of academic staff
and students. Their study found no unified
national strategy for the internationalization
of higher education, which aligns with the
observation by De Wit and Altbach (2021)
that internationalization policies tend to be
fragmented rather than centralized. In this
regard, Nastase (2020) identifies several fac-
tors and motivations: the desire for integra-
tion with the West, and the European Union
in particular; financial motives (such as ac-
cess to international projects and attracting
international students); the aim to provide
internationally recognized or accredited ed-
ucation for Georgian students in order to in-
crease their competitiveness; staying abreast
of global scientific trends and innovations;
and promoting the development of research
more broadly. The only negative conse-
qguence of internationalization mentioned is
the reduced use of the Georgian language by
researchers (Nastase, 2020).

Chachkhiani and Tabatadze (2023) iden-
tify the following factors that influence ac-
ademic staff at the individual level in the
context of research internationalization: the
desire for access to international scientific lit-
erature, engagement with complex research
problems, financial incentives, infrastructure
development,

improvement, professional
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and increased research productivity. The
authors group these factors into categories
of human, financial, and physical capital.
In terms of international collaboration, the
following factors are identified as influen-
tial: the country’s pro-Western orientation,
the high regard for the quality of Western
science, personal contacts with foreign col-
leagues, foreign language proficiency, and
sources of research funding.

Based on the literature, it can be con-
cluded that the internationalization of higher
education in Georgia is generally viewed pos-
itively by both administrative and academic
staff. In this regard, Nastase’s (2020) conclu-
sion is particularly noteworthy, as it empha-
sizes the financial aspect of research: since
research development requires substantial
funding, financial support from the European
Union plays a crucial role for Georgian higher
education. “[...] therefore, internationaliza-
tion is as much a choice as it is a need” (Na-
stase, 2020, p. 102).

2. Methodology

2.1 Participants and Data Collection

The study is based on 32 semi-structured,
in-depth interviews conducted with academ-
ic staff affiliated with Georgian higher edu-
cation institutions. In total, the respondents
represented 16 different universities. Of the
32 participants, 21 were employed at univer-
sities located in Thilisi, while 11 were affil-
iated with universities in various regions. In
terms of institutional type, 18 worked at state
universities and 14 at private universities.

This diversity allowed the study to capture a
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wide range of experiences and perspectives
across Georgian higher education. For de-
tailed demographic information, see Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics
of Respondents (N = 32)

Demographics Number
Gender

Female 19
Male 13
Academic position

Professor 12
Associate Professor 11
Assistant Professor 7
Assistant 1
Researcher 1
Geographical Distribution

Thilisi 21
Regions 11
Type of University*

Public 18
Private 14
Field of Study

Humanities 9
Social Sciences 11
Natural Sciences and Mathematics 6
Biomedical Sciences

Type of Position

Academic 16
Academic & Administrative 15
Only research 1
PhD Degree

Defended in Georgia 23
Defended abroad 6
PhD student (in Georgia) 3

Participants were selected using a com-
bination of purposive, expert, snowball, and
heterogeneous sampling strategies. Initial
respondents were identified based on spe-
cific criteria indicating active engagement in

internationalized research: at least two Eng-

t Although respondents were affiliated with 18 public
and 14 private universities, the total number of dis-
tinct universities represented in the study is 16, as
several respondents came from the same institution.
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lish-language publications within the past
three vyears, involvement in international
research projects, and collaboration with
foreign partners. For those in administrative
roles, demonstrated experience in interna-
tional academic activities was also required.
The interview questions were developed
by the research team based on a review of
internationalization

existing literature on

and research internationalization. Prior to
the main data collection, five pilot inter-
views were conducted to test and refine the
interview guide. All interviews, with one ex-
ception, were conducted online in Georgian
via Microsoft Teams and Zoom platforms be-
tween November 2023 and September 2024.
One interview was conducted in person, also
in Georgian, at East European University. In-
terviews continued until data saturation was
reached —that is, until no new themes or per-
spectives emerged.

The average duration of the interviews
was approximately one hour. As part of the in-
terviews, participants were asked about how
they understood internationalization/research
internationalization, who their key interna-
tional partners were, how these collabora-
tions had been established; what motivations
drove them toward international research col-
laboration, and what enabling and hindering
factors they identified in the internationaliza-
tion of research at the individual, institutional,
national, and international levels.

After each interview, respondents were
asked to recommend other individuals to
participate in the study. This approach ena-
bled the inclusion of diverse perspectives, as

participants varied in academic disciplines,
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institutional positions, and levels of involve-
ment in research internationalization. While
the initial participants were selected based
on strong international engagement — such
as English-language publications and partici-
pation in international projects — subsequent
respondents, particularly those in regional
universities or at earlier stages of their ca-
reers, did not always have such internation-
alized profiles. As a result, the sample also
included academic staff with limited involve-
ment in research internationalization. This
diversity provided valuable insights into the
barriers to internationalization, as perceived
by those who have faced challenges in be-
coming internationally engaged.

2.2 Data Analysis

All interviews were audio-recorded and
manually transcribed. The transcripts were
analyzed using NVivo 14 qualitative data
analysis software. Both deductive and in-
ductive approaches were applied. Following
Saldana (2021), two cycles of coding were
conducted. In the first cycle, In Vivo coding,
capturing participants’ own phrasing, and
Values coding, which reflects beliefs, moti-
vations, and attitudes, were employed. In
the second cycle, pattern coding was used
to cluster codes into broader themes. These
themes were organized according to Max-
well’s (2013) qualitative research frame-
work: Perspectives, Contexts, and Process-
es/Results. Particular attention was paid to
participants’ subjective understandings of
internationalization and research interna-
tionalization, as well as to their accounts of
contextual features and processes that, in
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their view, facilitated or hindered research
internationalization — or internationalization
more broadly — within those contexts. The
analysis was guided by a deductively estab-
lished framework comprising four levels —
individual, institutional, national, and inter-
national — into which respondents’ views on
enabling and constraining factors of interna-
tionalization were categorized.

2.3 Ethical Considerations

All
throughout the research process. Before the

ethical protocols were followed
interviews, participants were sent an infor-
mation sheet about the study via email. This
document provided a detailed description
of the research purpose, conditions of par-
ticipation, and terms of anonymity and data
protection. In addition, they received the cor-
responding consent form electronically. The
study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of East European University.

2.4 Limitations

This study has several limitations. First,
the interviews were conducted only with ac-
ademic staff affiliated with Georgian univer-
sities; therefore, perspectives of non-affiliat-
ed faculty were not included. Second, some
participants may not have fully articulated
critical views during the interviews, and may
have focused more on the positive aspects of
internationalization. Third, as with any quali-
tative study, the coding process was inevita-
bly influenced by researcher subjectivity. To
mitigate this, the research team engaged in
collaborative discussions to review and align

the assigned codes.
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3. Qualitative Research Findings
3.1 Perspectives on Internationalization

Respondents perceived internationaliza-
tion as a broad and complex phenomenon,
of which the internationalization of research
was considered a key component. Their
understanding of internationalization as a
comprehensive process shaped how they
interpreted research internationalization. In-
ternationalization was primarily defined as in-
ternational collaboration and communication
encompassing both research and teaching,
leading to personal and professional develop-
ment, improved quality, increased visibility,
and enhanced financial opportunities.

Some respondents expressed categorical
views, asserting that internationalization is
an essential precondition for conducting re-
search. One professor from a state university
remarked, “I simply find it unimaginable how
one can conduct research or be a research-
er without internationalization. Without in-
ternationalization, research does not exist.”
Similarly, an associate professor from a state
university said, “Without internationaliza-
tion, the development of teaching and re-
search simply does not happen. [...] Without
internationalization, not even a mid-level
quality is attainable.”

Several respondents emphasized inter-
nationalization’s importance for professional
development. An associate professor from
a state university noted, “Internationaliza-
tion is the only opportunity for professional
growth.” A professor from a private univer-
sity emphasized that internationalization is,
“first and foremost, an opportunity to intro-
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duce yourself, your university, or your re-
search field, to others.”

This view was echoed by an associate
professor in the social sciences: “The inter-
nationalization of research implies increas-
ing visibility, and, along with that, planning
something in common with other profession-
als from different countries.”

The link between internationalization and
a university’s visibility was also emphasized
by a professor from the international rela-
tions department at a state university: “A
university’s ranking is determined precisely
by the diversity of its research; it is deter-
mined by internationalization and visibility.”
This view, emphasizing university rankings
and competitiveness in the higher education
market, was mostly expressed by respond-
ents with administrative roles. In contrast,
respondents who were more focused on
academic research, associated internation-
alization less with ranking systems and more
with substantive international research col-
laboration. “An internationalized university
should have academic staff actively engaged
in international research, co-publishing ar-
ticles in international journals with foreign
scholars, organizing conferences, and more.
Internationalization should be grounded in
the development of the researcher,” said one
associate professor from a state university.

A similar view came from an assistant
professor at a private university: “Interna-
tionalization implies global collaboration
between universities and, in this context,
academic programs as well. It includes the
mobility of students and researchers, and,
more broadly, the exchange of knowledge



GIORGI TAVADZE, TAMTA LEKISHVILI, ELENE ZURABISHVILI

VOL.6-NO.1(6)-2025

JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENT STUDIES (JDS)

and ideas with academic representatives
from different countries.”

More cautious perspectives were also ex-
pressed. A natural sciences professor warned
against equating internationalization with
the uncritical glorification of anything for-
eign, emphasizing the need for academic crit-
ical spirit: “We had seminars where | talked
about CERN [The European Organization for
Nuclear Research], and no one asked a single
critical question — just because it was CERN.
That’s something we need to overcome. We
shouldn’t assume that just because some-
thing is foreign, it’s automatically good. For
instance, if a curriculum is foreign, it doesn’t
necessarily mean it’s good.”

A similar viewpoint was articulated by
another respondent, a professor at a private
university, who saw internationalization not
as an act of dependence, but as an avenue
for growth and equality in scholarly recogni-
tion: “For me, internationalization is, first and
foremost, an opportunity for development,
and less about feeling inferior. It means be-
ing based in Georgia and still conducting re-
search, publishing, and delivering presenta-
tions respected by peers worldwide.”

This aligns with the concept of “interna-
tionalization at home,” explicitly mentioned
by several respondents. One social sciences
professor from a private university explained:
“Internationalization at home means aligning
ourselves with global academic processes,
whether it’s methodology, technological in-
novation, or something else, and feeling that
we are part of and contributing to that global
landscape.” Similarly, a humanities professor
from a state university stated: “For compet-
itive international research, it is not strictly
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necessary to go abroad or to stay there for
long periods of time.”

Although respondents generally believed
research internationalization involves inte-
grating international partners into the re-
search process, some noted that not all inter-
national collaboration qualifies as meaning-
ful internationalization. According to this per-
spective, if collaboration is limited solely to
the post-Soviet region, it may constitute only
“formal” internationalization. An associate
professor from a state university explained:
“There is a risk of devaluing the term. For
example, an international conference was
held, but only participants from the post-So-
viet space attended. Formally, yes, it was
international. But real internationalization
means being in contact with someone more
advanced, so that you can learn from them.”

This perspective reveals two key dynam-
ics: 1. What might be termed formal inter-
nationalization — collaborations that are
not driven by genuine research interests,
but by convenience. In such cases, research
partners tend to operate within the same
political and cultural space, rather than by
expanding beyond familiar contexts; 2. What
could be called selective internationalization
— the tendency of actors to seek research
and collaborative relationships with partners
who occupy higher positions within prestige
hierarchies. This inclination is motivated by
the desire to maximize one’s own academic
standing and visibility. The echoes the posi-
tion of Kwiek (2021), who argues that uni-
versities and researchers are engaged in a
“prestige game,” where collaboration with
prestigious institutions and/or scholars helps

publish in leading journals.
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Some respondents also expressed what
internationalization is not, reflecting broad-
er concerns about the academic landscape
in general. One private university professor
stated, “Research, and research manage-
ment, have become a business. For example,
paid conferences, paid publications, and so
on... People shouldn’t be so focused on this.
It’s all they do, just go around... Research
tourism is not reasonable.”

No significant gender-based differences
emerged in defining internationalization, nor
did differences arise based on public vs. pri-
vate affiliation, academic rank, location (cap-
ital vs. regions), disciplinary field, or whether
the PhD was obtained abroad or in Georgia.
However, differences did appear by position
type. Those who occupied only academic
roles tended to define internationalization
primarily in terms of research development.
In contrast, respondents with both academic
and administrative roles emphasized insti-
tutional collaboration between universities
when discussing internationalization. For
them, internationalization was not solely
about research or teaching, but was under-
stood within the broader framework of uni-

versity rankings and strategic development.

3.2 Enabling Factors
for Internationalization

Some respondents’ answers revealed
that, at the individual level, personal moti-
vation is considered the most important en-
abling factor. According to one researcher
in the natural sciences at a state university,
it is especially significant when a motivated
researcher also serves as a supervisor for

early-career scholars, as their attitude can
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positively influence those they mentor: “Mo-
tivation is the key factor. Either you need to
have it as a young person, or your supervisor
needs to have it. A good supervisor is like a
good football coach — they lead their team
and deliver results.”

An assistant professor in the humanities
from a private university identified a sense of
patriotic duty as her primary motivation, with
professional development secondary: “The
first thing is that as many people as possible
should learn about our country. My motiva-
tion was that | wanted to work on issues that
are very important for my country.”

In addition to personal motivation, a key
enabling factor for research internationali-
zation is what one respondent called “prior
internationalization,” meaning prior expe-
rience with international academic engage-
ment. This includes early-career exposure
to various international contexts — study or
research visits abroad, participation in in-
ternational conferences, foreign university
study, work in internationally active units,
early collaboration with foreign colleagues,
or involvement in international projects early
in one’s career.

This experience is reflected in the view of
one social sciences professor from a private
university: “The people | collaborate with
in different countries now are long-time ac-
guaintances. | met some of them at confer-
ences, others in Georgia or abroad, and it’s
really the result of what I'd call ‘prior interna-
tionalization’ that | now have the opportunity
to do research with these people.”

Among the institutional-level enabling
factors, respondents particularly emphasized
support from their universities, especially fi-
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nancial support. Those at state universities
noted mechanisms to cover expenses related
to international activities (e.g., conferences,
publications):

“The
about the conference in advance, and there

researcher submits information
is a certain amount allocated at the faculty
level. Within that limit, you receive funding.
Of course, it doesn’t cover everything, but
it might pay for the registration fee, hotel,
things like that. The second incentive is co-fi-
nancing of article publication, plus, if it gets
published in Scopus, there’s a certain bonus”
(associate professor, biomedical sciences).

Respondents at private universities also
noted internal grants for research. “When |
go to a conference, my university covers the
registration fee, which is huge support for a
researcher. And one very important motiva-
tion is that the researcher can count on this
support, that they will have funding” (assis-
tant professor, private university).

Another enabling factor mentioned by
respondents from both state and private
universities was support in handling bu-
reaucratic matters. “The greatest support |
receive from my university is complete free-
dom. | was away for six months, and | didn’t
even take official leave. | was teaching re-
motely. Almost every year, | go somewhere
for one, two, or three months, and | have full
freedom from the university in this regard”
(professor, private university).

Others emphasized administrative help in
organizational tasks, especially when hosting
conferences. “In my case, whenever I'm or-
ganizing something, the routine work — like
arranging accommodation for guests, manag-
ing conference or research-related expenses
—is handled by the university administration.
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As aresult, | barely feel the burden. This is, of
course, a huge relief.”

One important institutional-level enabler,
according to respondents, was the presence
of what might be called a “tradition of inter-
nationalization” — long-standing collabora-
tion with foreign institutions. In such con-
texts, internationalization becomes part of a
researcher’s modus vivendi.

For example, one associate professor
from a state university noted that her facul-
ty has been collaborating with a university
in Germany for over four decades. Since this
partner university is located in former East
Germany, which belonged to the socialist
“Eastern Bloc,” the academic relationship
was initially established during the Soviet
period. Another respondent from the nat-
ural sciences and mathematics (associate
professor, state university) emphasized the
importance of academic ties dating back to
the Soviet era. He noted that his opportunity
to study abroad was made possible by a for-
eign professor who had first come to Georgia
to attend a conference. That conference, in
turn, was part of a symposium series that was
initiated back in the 1980s.

Several respondents also highlighted the
importance of having an internationalized su-
pervisor or colleague as a role model: “There
needs to be at least one person in the depart-
ment who has this experience — collaborat-
ing with foreign institutions — and then the
whole process becomes easier” (professor,
state university).

At the national and international lev-
els, respondents identified various forms of
state support as key enabling factors. These

included research development grants from
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the Shota Rustaveli National Science Foun-
dation, direct state funding (e.g., from the
Ministry of Education and Science), region-
al/municipal funding, and support from in-
ternational foundations. While most were
aware of the Rustaveli Foundation, not all
made equal use of it.

As for international organizations, re-
spondents in higher academic positions em-
phasized the importance of grants provided
by international public and private organi-
zations at the early stages of their careers —
such as Erasmus (European Union) and other
EU-funded projects, U.S. Department of State
programs, the Carnegie Foundation (USA),
the German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG), the Open So-
ciety Institute, the International Monetary
Fund, World Bank, the World Economic Fo-
rum, and others.

Some discipline-specific patterns also
emerged. Natural sciences, especially phys-
ics, had a stronger history of internationali-
zation even during the Soviet era. One state
university professor of physics described the
period:

“Within the Soviet Union, Georgia was
heavily involved in these scientific fields —
probably more so than any other republic
except Ukraine. [...] The Soviet Union func-
tioned as an intermediate stage in establish-
ing contact with the outside world. When
foreign scientists came here, they couldn’t
exactly hide them, so | would talk to them
too. [...] The foreigners themselves were
interested — initially, to be honest, for very
mercantile reasons. They knew that certain
disciplines in the Soviet Union were at a very
high level, and they wouldn’t say no — not
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then, and not now — to scientists reaching
out to them.”

At the national level, lack of funding
emerged as both an enabling and hindering
factor. “Because there is no funding in Geor-
gia, the only solution is internationalization,”
stated a professor from a state university.
Similarly, a private university professor re-
marked, “Our poverty, in a way, becomes an
additional driving force. Whether you want
it or not, you are compelled to think about
internationalization.”

Thus, a structural barrier that hinders in-
ternationalization — limited financial resourc-
es—can also serve as personal motivator. For
some actors, internationalization becomes a
necessary strategy to access resources other-
wise unavailable in Georgia.

3.3 Barriers to Internationalization

At the
identified a lack of proficiency in a foreign

individual level, respondents
language — primarily English — as the main
hindering factor to internationalization. One
respondent highlighted a generational divide:
“Language barriers exist in Georgia, especial-
ly among the older generation. For example,
there are many very dedicated and capable
researchers, but they don’t know English”
(professor, private university). Another, an
associate professor at a private university,
noted that this is becoming less of a problem
for younger scholars. Still, an early-career
academic (assistant professor, humanities,
state university) emphasized that the lack of
foreign language proficiency poses a major
challenge both for students and faculty.

An associate professor from a private
university, who speaks German, shared how
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English is becoming the dominant language
in scholarship: “When | was dealing with
[the German institution], everything was
conducted in English. That’s when | realized
| need to make the switch.” This reflects the
growing dominance of English as the global
language of research.

At the
emerged as a constraining factor. Female

individual level, gender also
respondents frequently mentioned that car-
egiving duties limit research capabilities. One
professor noted, “When you have a family,
especially young children, it becomes difficult
to follow through with things in terms of re-
search.” Similarly, a female associate profes-
sor remarked, “Even if you have a supportive
partner, you still have your own responsibil-
ities. When your child is small, it’s very dif-
ficult to be more productive.” No male re-
spondents cited family responsibilities as a
factor hindering their research.

Most respondents holding administrative
positions alongside academic roles empha-
sized that administrative responsibilities con-
sume substantial time and create stress and
anxiety, which negatively impacts their ability
to conduct research. This was true for both
senior professors and early-career faculty.
“There are so many organizational matters
that take up a huge amount of time, and, as a
result, I’'m on a very, very bad schedule. | don’t
even know how to describe it. Minutes, time,
day, night, Saturday, Sunday, they don’t exist
anymore. | don’t know how long | can keep
this up” (professor, state university). An assis-
tant professor reported that the administra-
tive workload made it hard to even respond
to emails. Administrative tasks, especially
unrelated to the university’s office of interna-
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tional relations, were more often viewed as
hindering research than teaching was.

Lack of experience among academic staff
frequently emerged in respondents’ narra-
tives as a key factor hindering international-
ization. One professor at a private universi-
ty, who also held an administrative position,
described how faculty struggle to identify
suitable journals, despite support from the
research office: “We try to help. We even
search for journals for them and teach them
how to do it, but they still don’t learn it well,
so we end up doing it for them.”

In some cases, respondents admitted to
their lack of experience, and spoke openly
about the anxiety it caused. One associate
professor at a state university remarked:

“To be honest, there’s a lot of fear
around writing an academic article. | con-
stantly worry: what style do they require?
What exactly are they expecting? | mean,
there’s the fear of searching for sources,
then the technical formatting issues, and fi-
nally the fear of plagiarism, whether | might
accidentally plagiarize.”

Lack of experience emerged as a particu-
larly significant barrier in relation to the Eu-
ropean Union’s Horizon projects, as several
respondents noted that preparing a proposal
requires a high level of technical knowledge
that not everyone possesses. One professor
in the biomedical sciences explained: “Only
about a quarter of it is the scientific part,
while the remaining three-quarters is legal
content that you don’t really understand. |
simply didn’t have that knowledge.” Other
respondents echoed the challenges of work-
ing on Horizon projects, stating that the pro-
cess of preparing documentation was so de-
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manding that, at a certain point, they simply
gave up pursuing their projects.

At the institutional level, nearly all re-
spondents identified inadequate funding
as one of the main barriers to the interna-
tionalization of research. One respondent
highlighted limited internal research funding
within universities:

“The amounts allocated for research in
this country are simply ridiculous. [...] | had
a long argument with the rector of one pri-
vate university about this. | kept telling him:
if you allocate 5,000 or 10,000 GEL for re-
search, it’s laughable. That’s not a research
budget. He kept insisting, ‘Well, have |
broken any rules? Where does the law say
10,000 GEL is not enough?’” (associate pro-
fessor, private university)

The shortage of funding is felt particularly
acutely in the natural and biomedical scienc-
es, where research materials and/or techno-
logical equipment tend to be very costly. As a
result, universities often struggle to provide
adequate financial support for research in
these fields. This situation gives rise to a kind
of paradox: the lack of funding actually push-
es researchers in these disciplines to seek in-
ternational collaborations. As already noted,
in the context of limited domestic support,
internationalization often emerges as the
only viable path forward.

In addition to the general lack of funding,
respondents also highlighted another financial
factor that, in their view, negatively affects the
internationalization of research: low salaries
for academic staff. Due to insufficient com-
pensation, several respondents reported that
they are compelled to seek additional income
through consultancy work or entirely different
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types of employment. As a result, they have
less time available for research activities.

“Teaching responsibilities and my con-
sultancy work hinder me, and take away the
time | would like to dedicate to research. Re-
search doesn’t pay. My research is sacrificed
to the struggle for income” (professor, state
university).

This suggests that institutional barri-
ers often operate in combination. As the
quote illustrates, the interplay between high
teaching loads and low remuneration reduc-
es research productivity, as academics are
forced to supplement their university sala-
ries through external sources of income. As
an assistant professor from a state university
noted, “Today, university faculty are among
the poorest in Georgia. Without an additional
source of income, it is quite difficult to man-
age on our salary alone.”

Another respondent, a professor at a state
university, stated that on top of offering low
salaries, state universities have unreasonable
demands: “On a B contract, they ask you to
publish in a journal with an impact factor for
1100 GEL. This is something unimaginable.
[...] The requirement is about that of a full
professor, something that would make even
a professor at Harvard University envious.
And | don’t even have an office in the univer-
sity.” For some, these pressures prompted
thoughts of leaving academia. “Sometimes, |
think maybe | should find another way: leave
and join the ranks of emigrants” (associate
professor, state university).

Another important barrier to research in-
ternationalization identified by respondents

was the heavy workload of faculty members.
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“Institutions tend to impose a very heavy
workload on professors. If you reduce the
workload, the salary is so low that it is not
enough to support a family, so the professor
is forced to work at two or three universities
(professor, private university).

The lack of institutional support was iden-
tified by some respondents as another bar-
rier. In this regard, some expressed quite a
radical view: “We got here mostly through
our own contacts, personal and international
connections, but institutionally, nothing. The
university has never helped me or done any-
thing like that” (professor, state university).
Some respondents noted that institutions
often rely heavily on international funding
sources and do not actively fund research
themselves. “Our doctoral students try to go
somewhere using Erasmus. But what if we
don’t have Erasmus? Then what do we do?”
(professor, state university)

Respondents also stressed the interplay
of several factors that hindered interna-
tionalization. As one professor from a state
university summarized, “The local situation
is such that no one really wants to do any-
thing. Second, there is the language problem;
third, lack of funds; and fourth, bureaucracy
is completely ineffective and kills projects.”
These responses reveal how individual-level
barriers (motivation, language) intersect with
institutional ones (funding, bureaucracy).

Responses from the participants also re-
vealed that universities often lack dedicated
departments for research internationaliza-
tion. As one associate professor from a pri-
vate university noted, the international office
focuses on agreements, but lacks the exper-
tise to support researchers: “They are not
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specialists in specific fields, nor are they able
to assist us.”

While most barriers were institutional,
national and international-level obstacles
were also evident. At the national level, sev-
eral respondents identified “formal inter-
nationalization,” as previously mentioned,
as a hindering factor. As one professor with
an administrative role at a private university
stated, “At the national level, the strategy for
the internationalization of research is merely
formal, and does not attempt to connect uni-
versities.” According to him, the core issue is
that the internationalization policy and strat-
egy developed at the national level remain
confined to the state level and do not mean-
ingfully engage the key actor, universities,
and, within them, faculty and students. That
is why internationalization does not reach the
“heart of the issue.” This view was echoed by
another professor from a state university,
who noted that some state-level initiatives
to promote internationalization were mere-
ly formal in nature, resulting in money being
spent without achieving concrete outcomes.

Several respondents identified the coun-
try’s political and economic situation as a na-
tional-level hindering factor for international-
ization. They referred to the 1990s, a period
marked by severe social, economic, and po-
litical instability, noting that this era was par-
ticularly challenging for the development of
research. Relating to the contemporary con-
text, respondents emphasized the low sala-
ries in universities, which, in their opinion,
have not kept pace with rising prices, and are
inadequate given the unfavorable economic
climate in the country: “Today, market pric-
es for everyday necessities are rising sharply,
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while our salaries lag far behind. If this is not
addressed, and | am forced to seek a second
job to earn additional income, then research
— and everything else — becomes irrelevant
(associate professor, state university).

As the respondents noted, these problems
also affect students. “Our master’s students
often work a lot. They come to lectures at five
or six in the evening, and are so preoccupied
with everyday problems that it is rare for any-
one to want to continue studying or to pursue
research: they work, attend classes, and then
leave” (assistant professor, private university).

At the international level, respondents
identified several hindering factors. One of
these was the existence of negative stereo-
types toward the post-Soviet space. Specifi-
cally, some respondents believed there is a
certain negative attitude toward the Cauca-
sus region, and the post-Soviet area in gen-
eral, which in some cases may impact collab-
oration with foreign researchers. For exam-
ple, one professor recalled what a German
professor once told him: “There is generally
a very negative stereotype about your region
— mainly that people come through Erasmus
programs just for academic tourism. We
don’t have time for that.”

In some cases, however, respondents
noted that the existence of such negative ste-
reotypes can paradoxically encourage deeper
internationalization: “When journals see that
a foreign colleague is involved in the article,
it becomes much easier to get it published
than if they see it directly coming from Geor-
gia. That’s why we have this collaboration, so
that our articles are more easily published in
higher-profile journals” (assistant professor,
private university).
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4, Discussion

The findings of this study resonate with the
theoretical frameworks discussed in the liter-
ature. Following Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018),
the analysis approached internationalization
through multi-level interactions — national,
institutional, individual, and international —
revealing that factors enabling or constrain-
ing internationalization often overlap across
these levels. Respondents themselves did not
isolate enabling or hindering factors in their
reflections; rather, they tended to bundle and
connect them, revealing interdependencies
between personal motivation, institutional
and national contexts, and the norms of the
global academic community.

At the same time, respondents identified
factors that closely mirror those discussed in
the theoretical literature on internationaliza-
tion. Language, for instance — highlighted by
Rostan et al. (2014) as a significant barrier —
featured prominently in their accounts as one
of the main hindering factors at the individual
level. Similarly, research funding, discussed by
Bégin-Caouette et al. (2023), appeared in a
dual role: as both an enabler and a constraint,
depending on whether access to resources was
available (institutional, national, and interna-
tional levels). The lack of institutional support,
also emphasized by Queirds et al. (2023), was
another recurring theme (institutional level),
reinforcing the idea that while international-
ization is often driven by individual initiative,
its effectiveness depends heavily on the pres-
ence of adequate institutional support.

Respondents’ answers aligned with posi-
tions established in the literature (Jones & OI-
eksiyenko, 2011; Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018;
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Yemini, 2019), which emphasize that aca-
demic staff play a key role in international re-
search collaboration. Although respondents
often acknowledged the supportive role of
their institutions, in most cases they indicated
that this support was insufficient (as also not-
ed by Queirds et al., 2023), and that the inter-
national collaborations they engaged in with
foreign colleagues or institutions were largely
the result of their own personal initiative.

Based on the findings of this study, sev-
eral key concepts emerged. One of these is
prior internationalization — international ex-
perience gained at an early stage of one’s
career, whether through study or research
— which, according to respondents, played a
crucial role in establishing themselves in the
international academic space and in building
connections with prestigious and reliable ac-
ademic partners.

If we apply Kwiek’s (2020) concepts of
“internationalists” and “locals,” it can be
said that among the respondents, “interna-
tionalists” — those who regularly published
in international journals and collaborated
consistently with foreign colleagues — tended
to engage in what might be called selective
internationalization. In forming partnerships
with foreign colleagues, their starting point
was often the colleague’s or institution’s
place within a hierarchy of prestige. For
them, such collaboration was pragmatically
advantageous because it helped raise their
visibility in the international academic space.
This pattern was especially noticeable in the
humanities and social sciences.

The situation was somewhat different in
the natural and mathematical sciences, where
the fields have a long-standing tradition of in-
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ternationalization in Georgia. For academics
in these disciplines, interaction with leading
global centers and researchers was described
more as a normal part of academic life than
as a privileged opportunity. This supports ex-
isting literature suggesting that the natural
sciences lead in international research coop-
eration in Georgia (Chachkhiani & Tabatadze,
2023; Tabatadze & Chachkhiani, 2022).

In contrast to selective internationaliza-
tion, which operates within a prestige econo-
my and is more typical of “internationalists,”
the case of “locals” can be described in terms
of internationalization as a burden. Due to a
combination of hindering factors — many of
which echo challenges identified in the liter-
ature (Nastase, 2020; Tabatadze & Chachkh-
iani, 2022) — academic staff are unable to
meaningfully engage with internationaliza-
tion, and, as a result, academic publishing
is experienced more as a burden than as a
pathway into the prestige economy. Closely
related to this is the concept of formal inter-
nationalization, which refers to superficial or
symbolic efforts at internationalization that
occur without real improvements in research
quality or in the skills of academic staff.

Echoing Nastase’s (2020, p. 102) observa-
tion that internationalization in Georgia is “as
much a choice as it is a need,” the findings
of this study reveal that the lack of research
funding functions paradoxically as both a
barrier and a driver of internationalization.
On the one hand, insufficient financial sup-
port, particularly in natural and biomedical
sciences, limits universities’ ability to sustain
and develop robust research environments.
On the other hand, this very scarcity compels
some faculty members to pursue internation-
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al collaborations as a means of accessing re-
sources and opportunities otherwise unavail-
able within the domestic system. For some,
internationalization becomes not a strategic
option, but a survival mechanism.

Conclusion

This study sought to explore how academ-
ic staff at Georgian universities perceive and
engage with the internationalization of re-
search, identifying both the enabling and hin-
dering factors across individual, institutional,
national, and international levels. Drawing on
32 in-depth interviews with faculty members
from diverse universities and disciplines, the
study offers insights into how research inter-
nationalization is experienced and navigated
within the Georgian context.

The findings highlight that while there is a
strong normative commitment to internation-
alization among faculty, actual engagement is
uneven, and is shaped by a combination of
structural limitations and personal agency.
Among the enabling factors, respondents em-
phasized personal motivation, prior interna-
tional experience, access to supportive super-
visors and role models, institutional support,
and the availability of external funding.
identified

numerous barriers. Chief among these were

However, respondents also
linguistic challenges, particularly English pro-
ficiency; insufficient institutional funding;
low salaries, overwhelming teaching and/
or administrative workloads; and the lack of
dedicated support units for research interna-
tionalization. Additionally, the dominance of
formalistic approaches, where international-
ization is pursued to meet accreditation re-
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quirements rather than to genuinely support
research, further constrains meaningful aca-
demic engagement.

The findings show that factors influencing
research internationalization operate across
multiple levels. At the individual level, lan-
guage barriers were a significant challenge;
at the institutional level, the lack of support
limited faculty engagement, emphasizing
that individual initiative alone is not suffi-
cient; while at the national and international
levels, funding both enabled and constrained
research collaboration.

At the national level, several respondents
pointed to the problem of formal interna-
tionalization — strategies and policies that
are formally adopted but lack meaningful
connection to universities, faculty, and stu-
dents. In addition, persistent socio-economic
challenges, such as low academic salaries and
limited state funding, continue to hinder the
internationalization of research in Georgia, as
they restrict both institutional capacity and
individual engagement. While EU integration
and participation in frameworks such as the
Bologna Process have opened new oppor-
tunities, respondents emphasized that such
developments require stronger institutional
alignment and long-term capacity building.

Based on the present study, it can be said
that the internationalization of research in
Georgia is a dynamic process characterized
by contradictions. Despite the declared de-
sire for internationalization, there are several
individual and structural factors whose com-
plex interaction hinders the full development
of international cooperation. Among the hin-

dering factors, respondents most frequently
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mentioned insufficient funding, low salaries,
and the formal nature of internationalization.

Based on this study alone, comprehensive
policy recommendations cannot be formulat-
ed; however, it can be stated that universities
(and the state) need to take more effective
steps and assume greater responsibility for
facilitating the development of international
research cooperation. This primarily involves
creating a stable economic environment for
researchers, along with a long-term research
development plan supported by a dedicated
budget and capacity-building initiatives for
future researchers. Otherwise, there is a high
probability that internationalization will re-
main merely a fashionable (and substantively
empty) term used by universities in their pro-
motional campaigns.
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