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Abstract

The internationalization of university research is driven by multiple, overlapping rationales
that operate across institutional and individual dimensions and condition how interna-
tional engagement becomes feasible in practice. This study examines how Honduran
university faculty constructs and articulates the reasons for internationalizing their re-
search activities; it identifies the discursive positions that emerge from these accounts. A
qualitative—structural approach was used to analyze the discursive data produced in the
group meetings convened through with an ad hoc structural sample. The analysis identified
and graphically represented five discursive positions configured as a relational structure:
(A) Professional Development, (B) Ethical-Political Commitment, (C) Financial Acquisi-
tion, (D) Academic Prestige, and (E) Sociocultural Engagement. Together, these positions
capture distinct yet interrelated motivations by which faculty members pursue research
internationalization. By mapping this relational configuration, the study contributes to the
literature by showing how faculty rationales are combined and hierarchized in situated
academic practice and provides empirically grounded insights for designing, planning, and
managing strategies that align institutional priorities with the diversity of faculty rationales,
thereby leveraging their tensions and complementarities to strengthen the effectiveness
and sustainability of research internationalization within the university context.

Keywords: discourse analysis; drivers; faculty; Honduras; internationalization; public
university; scientific activities

1. Introduction

According to Alarcao et al. (2018), internationalization—understood as a marker of the
university’s ongoing transformation, and defined as “transnational and transcultural ac-
ceptance and participation in the construction and dissemination of scientific, pedagogical,
technological, and cultural knowledge” (p. 111)—is framed within a broader process of in-
stitutional change through which universities seek to adjust their core missions (education,
innovation, and research) to the evolving demands of society.

Against this backdrop, understanding how research internationalization is interpreted,
pursued, and justified by those who carry it out becomes particularly important—especially
as internationalization agendas are currently being reshaped by post-pandemic conditions,
geopolitical uncertainty, and accelerating digital transformations that alter the incentives,
risks, and opportunities of transnational academic work (Kapfudzaruwa, 2025; Zhang
& Wu, 2025). In this scenario, research internationalization becomes not only a strategic
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aspiration but also a contested and situationally constrained practice whose viability
depends on how it is framed and enacted by academic actors within their institutions.

A substantial body of scholarship has examined the integration of an international
dimension into higher education, predominantly through institutional or national lenses
that frame internationalization rationales as strategic and policy drivers (Aigner et al., 1992;
de Wit, 2000; Knight, 1997, 2008; Deng, 2025; Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026). This article
extends the scope by focusing on a micro-level perspective: it examines how Honduran
university professors account for the aspects and factors that motivate them to internation-
alize their research activities and identifies the discursive positions that emerge from that
analysis. This approach is of particular interest because, as de Wit (2013) states, university
faculty are the main drivers of transnational scientific activities. Accordingly, aligning
institutional aims with faculty objectives, and designing mechanisms that incorporate
these discourses, can facilitate not only the implementation but also the consolidation and
sustainability of international scientific activities within the university. Recent work further
suggests that misalignments between policy and academic practice can generate frictions
that weaken implementation, especially when internationalization is driven by externally
oriented agendas that are only partially connected to academic rationales and institutional
capacity-building needs (Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026; Deng, 2025).

The literature on internationalization rationales provides the theoretical framework
for this study. Rather than treating internationalization as a unitary policy choice, the
scholarship conceptualizes it as a multidimensional process in which overlapping rationales
coexist, compete and change over time. Across this literature, institutional rationales
for research internationalization converge around several recurring drivers: positioning
international engagement as part of the universities’ broader transformation and adaptation
of their core missions (Alarcao et al., 2018); strengthening research quality, visibility, and
reputational standing (de Wit, 2000; Knight, 2008); securing resources and diversifying
funding streams amid competitive regimes and shifting incentive structures (Georghiou,
1998; Deng, 2025); and advancing strategic national and institutional goals related to
competitiveness, capacity building, and, in some contexts, geopolitical or soft power
agendas (Aigner et al., 1992; Sisavath, 2024; Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026). At the same
time, sociocultural rationales remain present insofar as internationalization is framed
as promoting intercultural understanding and sustaining institutional identity within a
globalizing environment (Knight, 1997, 2008).

Aigner et al. (1992) identify three non-mutually exclusive factors that drive interna-
tionalization: safeguarding international security, maintaining economic competitiveness,
and fostering intercultural understanding. Blumenthal et al. (1996) reference four dimen-
sions that underpin cooperation and academic mobility in higher education: economic,
political, cultural, and academic-scientific-technological. Wéchter et al. (1999) distinguish
educational and economic rationales, those linked to cultural policy, and those associated
with promoting peace and global responsibility, regional integration, and development.
Knight (1997) and de Wit (2000) group together four sets of reasons that explain internation-
alization in universities: academic, sociocultural, political, and economic. While academic
and sociocultural rationales initially predominated, economic and political rationales have
gained prominence under conditions of intensified competition, shifting funding regimes,
and the strategic use of higher education in national positioning (de Wit, 2000; Knight, 2008;
Deng, 2025).

Contemporary research underscores that rationales are also being reconfigured by
disruption and differentiation across contexts. Comparative policy analysis shows that
socio-economic rationales tend to dominate but manifest differently across the Global
North and South as states interpret internationalization in line with national priorities,
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within an increasingly multipolar landscape that also reactivates political rationales (Kap-
fudzaruwa, 2025). Studies of internationalization strategies highlight tensions between
educational purposes and geopolitical or soft power ambitions, as well as concerns about
policy coherence and the ethical implications of instrumentalizing internationalization
(Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026; Deng, 2025). Concurrently, evidence from less-resourced
higher education systems suggests that, in the post-COVID period, internationalization can
be strongly motivated by resource assurance and academic rationales linked to strengthen-
ing institutional and human capacity, improving quality, and expanding digital capabilities,
while also confronting administrative constraints (Sisavath, 2024). Work on South-South
higher education interactions likewise indicates that contemporary internationalization is
increased by triple disruptions: pandemics, geopolitics, and technological change, which
influence not only mobility patterns but also the normative and strategic frameworks
through which cooperation is justified (Zhang & Wu, 2025). At the same time, critiques
emphasize that dominant conceptualizations remain strongly shaped by Western/Anglo-
Saxon paradigms, while context sensitive accounts, particularly form the Global South,
remain limited (Kapfudzaruwa, 2025; Sisavath, 2024).

In the conceptual terrain, de Wit (2000) argues that higher education institutions do not
base their internationalization processes on a single, absolute rationale, but rather on a com-
bination of rationales—often more implicit than explicit—whose relevance and hierarchy
may vary over time. Recognizing the potential overlaps among categories, Knight (2008) in-
troduces a distinction between national and institutional legitimating logics. At the national
level, the dominant rationales relate to human resource development, the formation of
strategic alliances, trade exchange, nation-building, and sociocultural development; at the
institutional level, they include building an international brand or profile, revenue genera-
tion, student and staff development, the formation of strategic academic partnerships, and
knowledge production. Knight (2008) acknowledges that individuals—researchers, faculty,
and students—are the actors who promote, implement, participate in, or are the targets
of internationalization processes, she does not incorporate individual-level rationales into
her analysis, arguing that doing so would limit universal applicability, and objectivity of
the generally accepted conceptualization of internationalization. Yet, research on academic
practice suggests that individual motivations matter precisely because they shape the feasi-
bility and meaning of internationalization on the programmatic level, and because they can
diverge from policy rationales in ways that create implementation tensions (Finkelstein
et al., 2013; Turner & Robson, 2007; Trondal, 2010).

Taken together, this body of work serves as the theoretical point of departure for the
present study in two ways. First, it establishes internationalization as a multidimensional
process whose rationales tend to overlap rather than operate as single causes, and it
provides a widely used conceptual reference for interpreting how internationalization is
justified in higher education. Second, the literature has been developed predominantly
from national or institutional standpoints, where rationales are framed as policy logics and
governance drivers. Building on this framework, the analysis shifts the lens to the faculty
level and examines how these drivers are articulated, combined, and contested in discourse
within a Global South context, where structural constraints and capacity gaps condition
the feasibility and meaning of research internationalization. The theoretical contribution,
therefore, lies in mapping the relational configuration of discursive positions that make
visible the tensions and complementarities through which faculty rationales take shape,
thereby informing institutional governance and management efforts to align policy design
and academic practice.

The study of the specific motives driving the internationalization of university research
has received comparatively less attention, partly due to the perception that research is
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inherently international and that knowledge production requires researchers to engage
with global scholarship (Wéachter et al., 1999). Katz and Martin (1997) argue that science is a
social institution in which advances depend on interactions—often international—between
scientists, which may take the form of formal, organized collaborations or informal links,
including “invisible colleges” (Crane, 1972) and broader knowledge networks. Accord-
ing to Altbach and Knight (2007), globalization has fostered a global labor market for
scientists and academics, the integration of research, the use of English as a lingua franca
for scientific communication and expanded access to information and communication
technologies. Georghiou (1998) distinguishes between direct scientific and technological
benefits—including higher-quality, larger scale, more agile, or lower cost research—and
indirect strategic, economic, and political benefits, such as improving institutional reputa-
tion or accessing alternative sources of funding. Van den Besselaar et al. (2012) identify
three reasons for the internationalization of research: expanding collaborator networks
and accessing complementary knowledge to strengthen research quality and innovation
performance; building research and development systems and more competitive innova-
tion networks globally; and developing a global system of ideas and values that facilitates
responses to global problems. Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018) add that faculty may view inter-
nationalization as instrumental for increasing scientific output and citations, consolidating
academic reputation, and advancing professional careers.

Turner and Robson (2007) argue that researchers’ individual motivations are gen-
erally cooperative and internationalist in nature, articulated through a values-centered
discourse. Academics tend to distance themselves from the competitive and market-
oriented motivations that predominate at national and institutional levels. According to
Finkelstein et al. (2013), the internationalization of university faculty activities is driven
primarily by personal values and preferences, rather than by academic disciplines or in-
stitutional guidelines. This discrepancy between individual rationales and the rationales
underpinning university and government policies can generate tensions that are often
reflected in practice. In this context, seeking compatibility between individual and institu-
tional objectives, and establishing mechanisms for collaboration between central university
administration and researchers, can facilitate the international development of faculty
scientific activity (Trondal, 2010).

Research Internationalization in Honduran Higher Education

In Honduras—a Global South higher education system where scientific capacity has
historically developed under structural constraints (Zelaya & Montafiés, 2021a)—policies
and normative instruments explicitly recognize scientific research as a priority within
the national system. However, institutional practice has historically remained oriented
almost exclusively toward undergraduate teaching, and this enduring imbalance has
limited both the country’s scientific output and the international projection of Honduran
researchers (Zelaya & Montafiés, 2021b). Bibliometric evidence illustrates the magnitude
of this constraint. During the 2018-2022 period, a substantial share of Honduran higher
education institutions reported no Scopus-indexed publications, while others produced
only marginal output (5SCImago Research Group, 2024), suggesting a structurally weak
research ecosystem in which research capacity and productivity are uneven and frequently
underdeveloped.

At the policy level, the Honduran and regional governance environment provides
an important backdrop for understanding how these rationales are formed and nego-
tiated. Regional diagnoses developed within the Central American higher education
internationalization system identify recurring obstacles to strengthening research interna-
tionalization, including limited resources, incentives, and time for research; weak graduate
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systems; and administrative constraints such as overhead charges or burdensome proce-
dures associated with project implementation (SIESCA-CSUCA, 2019). At the national
level, higher education strategic planning has framed internationalization—particularly
research internationalization—in relation to visibility, positioning, and collaboration with
regional partners of mutual interest (Consejo de Educacion Superior de Honduras, 2014).
Simultaneously, Honduras’s legal and institutional framework recognizes and supports in-
ternational cooperation in education, science, technology, and innovation as part of national
development efforts (Congreso Nacional de la Reptiblica de Honduras, 2012, 2014), rein-
forcing the notion that international engagement is a legitimate and desirable component
of academic work.

At the institutional level, the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH)
constitutes a strategically significant site for examining faculty rationales. According to
Article 160 of the Honduran Constitution, UNAH “enjoys the exclusive right to organize,
direct, and develop higher and professional education in the country” (Constitucién de la
Reptiblica de Honduras, 1982, pp. 32-33). In practice, it also exhibits key characteristics
associated with flagship universities, including system-level influence and a central role in
national capacity formation (Altbach, 2016). Recent national statistics indicate that UNAH
serves the largest student population among Honduran higher education institutions,
underscoring its structural weight within the system (Direccién de Educacion Superior de
Honduras, 2025b). Moreover, UNAH’s academic community accounts for approximately
90% of the country’s public scientific output indexed in Scopus (SCImago Research Group,
2024), making it an analytically informative setting for examining the discursive logic
through which research internationalization is justified and pursued.

At the programmatic level the Honduran case also presents a distinctive pattern
that makes case analytically relevant for research on internationalization rationales. De-
spite limited indexed output in many institutions, the proportion of publications involv-
ing international collaboration is comparatively high. In the Ibero-American ranking
framework, international collaboration is operationalized as the percentage of an institu-
tion’s output coauthored by researchers affiliated with institutions in different countries
(de-Moya-Anegon et al., 2021). Under this criterion, 84.22% of Honduran publications in-
dexed in Scopus include international co-authorship (SCImago Research Group, 2024),
indicating that international collaboration often functions not merely as an added value, but
as a practical pathway through which research can be conducted, validated, and dissemi-
nated under conditions of constrained local capacity. This configuration directly motivates
the present study: how do faculty members interpret and justify research international-
ization when the institutional environment combines formal policy priority with limited
domestic research support?

Taken together, these features make Honduras—and UNAH in particular—a relevant
Global South scenario for analyzing research internationalization as a problem of gover-
nance and academic practice. The combination of formal policy prioritization, constrained
research infrastructure, and high reliance on international co-authorship places faculty
members at the center of a tension between aspiration and feasibility. In this context, map-
ping the discursive positions through which faculty rationales take shape offers empirically
grounded insights into how internationalization is made meaningful in practice, and how
institutional strategies may be strengthened by aligning governance mechanisms with the
rationales, limitations, and expectations articulated by the academic community.

2. Materials and Methods

The main aim of this study is to examine how Honduran university faculty articu-
late their rationales for research internationalization by mapping the discursive positions
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through which these drivers are constructed and by analyzing how the positions are config-
ured in relation to one another as a relational structure. Accordingly, this study addresses
the following research question: What discursive positions do Honduran university faculty
mobilize to articulate their rationales for research internationalization, and how are these
positions configured in relation to one another?

2.1. Data Collection

The findings presented in this article form part of a broader study on the interna-
tionalization of research in Honduran public universities and associated with the project
“Internationalization of Research in Spain in the Post-Bologna Era: Academic Trajectories,
Knowledge Dissemination, and Science Policies (ResinCom)”. The empirical component
is complemented by a prior bibliographic review that grounds the study’s theoretical
and referential framework on research internationalization. As described in the intro-
ductory section, this review provided a widely used conceptual reference for examining
how internationalization is framed and legitimized, serving for the interpretation of the
empirical case.

To produce discursive raw material capable of capturing the signifiers through which
the phenomenon is reified (Montanés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019), a qualitative-structural approach
was adopted, using discussion group meetings as the main conversational practice (Ibanez,
1979). In this perspective, the aim is not to obtain data from individuals as isolated units,
but to generate discursive material through interaction, thereby enabling the reconstruction
of social narratives linked to the relations defined as theoretically relevant (Mejia, 2000;
Montafés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019).

The discussion groups were configured through a structural sample based on the
principle of socio-structural representativeness was used as a methodological device to
bring the existing discourses to the fore (Mejia, 2000). This design should not be conflated
with stratified statistical sampling: it is not governed by statistical representativeness or by
a mechanical crossing of categories. Instead, it seeks to reproduce, within the conversational
setting, the relations defined by the structuring axes, and its adequacy is assessed through
discursive saturation (Mejia, 2000; Montafiés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019).

After reviewing the literature and considering the national classification of research
areas, two structuring axes were defined: (a) the location where faculty completed their
postgraduate training and (b) the disciplinary area in which they conduct research, in
accordance with the Scientific and Technological Research System in Higher Education in
Honduras (Direccién de Educacién Superior de Honduras, 2025a). As shown in Figure 1,
based on these axes, four discussion groups were convened under a criterion of inclusive
heterogeneity (Ibdfiez, 1979). One group included faculty who completed their postgrad-
uate studies in Honduras (DG.1). The intersection between the disciplinary axis and
postgraduate studies completed abroad determined three additional groups, distributed
across the major disciplinary areas: (DG.2) Education Sciences, Humanities and Arts, Eco-
nomics and Administrative Sciences, and Social Sciences and Law; (DG.3) Physical Sciences,
Agriculture, Mathematics, and Engineering; and (DG.4) Biological and Health Sciences.

All sessions were conducted in Spanish via Zoom, lasted approximately 90 min on
average, were audio-recorded, and later transcribed verbatim. These sessions were mod-
erated by the authors, adopting a facilitation style consistent with the role of preceptor
described in qualitative-structural approaches: flexible, open, and minimally directive,
oriented toward sustaining interaction rather than administering a rigid sequence of ques-
tions (Ibanez, 1979; Montanés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019). A topic guide was used to support
the session through broad prompts and stimulus phrases organized around four thematic
blocks—overall perceptions and valuation of research internationalization, rationales of
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research internationalization, practices for research internationalization, and contributing
factors and obstacles to research internationalization—while allowing the emphases and
argumentative logics to emerge organically from the group dynamic. The technical sheet
detailing the composition of discussion groups in terms of participant’s gender and mean
age is presented in Table 1.

GRADUATE In Honduras
Abroad
STUDIES 1)
Educational Sciences, . .
. Physical Sciences,
Humanities and Arts /
. Agricultural Sciences, Biological and Health
DISCIPLINARY Economic and ) .
- . . Mathematics and Sciences
FIELD Administrative Sciences / . .
. . Engineering
Social Sciences and Law
() ) 4)

Figure 1. Structural Sample.

Table 1. Technical Sheet: Composition of Discussion Groups.

Discussion Group Women Men Mean Age
DG.1 4 1 50.2
DG.2 2 2 32.3
DG.3 4 1 43.2
DG.4 5 0 53.4

Oral informed consent was obtained. To protect confidentiality, identifying in-
formation was removed during transcription, and excerpts are reported using discus-
sion group labels (DG.1-DG.4). Table 1 summarizes the technical characteristics of the
discussion groups.

2.2. Data Analysis

Analysis followed the procedure described by Montafés and Lay-Lisboa (2019) to ac-
count for discursive positions. In qualitative methodologies, meaningful analytic segments
should not be fixed a priori; rather, they are identified in discourse and social constructions
through analysis (Pérez-Andrés, 2002). Accordingly, discursive positions were not prespec-
ified, nor were they derived from a priori keyword searches. Instead, they emerged from
the critical interpretation of the discursive raw material.

In the pre-phase, all discussion group sessions were transcribed verbatim and com-
piled into a single textual corpus (Montanés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019). In the first phase, literal
fragments that referred specifically to the reasons and drivers invoked by faculty to inter-
nationalize their research activity were identified and extracted; the information was then
organized through coding and categorization. In a second phase, critical interpretation was
carried out through discursive inference, including exegesis of the text, identification and
conceptualization of discursive positions, and the construction of the discursive relational
structure represented graphically (Montafiés & Lay-Lisboa, 2019).

Interpretation was conducted by pivoting between the linguistic context (what is
said in the discussion groups, supported by verbatim excerpts) and the situational, ex-
tralinguistic context (the research field of higher education internationalization, with a
specific focus on research internationalization rationales). In this sense, the theoretical
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framework provides the interpretive reference that contextualizes and supports inference,
while the discursive material grounds the identification of positions and the mapping of
their relations.

To ensure the analytical consistency, coding and categorization were conducted
through iterative readings of the unified corpus, with constant contrast between the verba-
tim excerpts and the context provided by the reference literature and secondary sources;
discursive saturation was used as the main adequacy criterion, and the resulting discursive
positions and their relations were revisited across analytic cycles.

3. Findings

According to the participants’ accounts, one of the main drivers of the international-
ization of university research is the need for financial resources to cover investments in
infrastructure, equipment, and supplies required for scientific activity, as well as expenses
related to fieldwork and the dissemination of results. The discourse further suggests that
the planning and prioritization of research is often conditioned by external funding.

I am committed to [. . .] creating a program with these institutions that want to provide
funding, because in order to conduct research in many disciplines, funds are required for
fieldwork [. . .] investments in equipment, laboratories, etc. [. . .] The bulk of our funding
for research, for equipping ourselves with field equipment that generates the data we need,
and carrying out research and outreach work comes from external cooperation. [...] We
would sit down and start brainstorming: who can we bleed, who can we take money
from, how do we program it [. . .] the grant involves going through this whole process of
research methodologies in order to be able to present it and convince the donor that you
can do the work and that they should give you the money. (DG.1) These international
exchanges provide me not only with resources and technical support, but also with
financial support. (DG.2)

It is argued that relationships with international peers and participation in academic
consortia not only facilitate access to complementary financial resources but also strengthen
institutional capacities for securing and managing external funding.

[...]an external expert in the field who would enable us to start presenting within those
important international organizations [. . .] they know where the money is, how you can
access it, and how you can have a real opportunity [. . .] we had to bring in someone from
the outside to facilitate a workshop, we learned how to apply for grants and we submitted
them. .. (DG.1) .. .after we worked with that institution, it served as a reference so that
we can work with others and they allow us to participate in calls for proposals. (DG.4)

This view is reasonable, given participants” accounts that the institutional and financial
resources available for research within academic units are clearly insufficient. In many
cases, these funds barely cover routine operating costs, which compels faculty to seek
additional external resources in order to carry out scientific projects.

There are also the idiosyncrasies of our region, where money is not abundant [. . .] We have
also had funds managed by the university, but the bulk comes from external cooperation.
Our budget goes to salaries and day-to-day expenses, but there is no budget for research
[...] We are a research institute with an allocated budget, but we cannot do research with
that budget. (DG.1)

It is also argued that managing resources from internal competitive funds for re-
search projects is excessively complex and bureaucratic. This, in turn, leads faculty to
seek international funding, which, although it requires greater initial effort in terms of
project formulation and submission, is perceived as administratively more agile and easier
to manage.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/educscil6050669


https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci16050669

Educ. Sci. 2026, 16, 669

9of 17

We decided not to apply for, or rather to give up university grants, because the purchasing
and liquidation procedures were too cumbersome. .. I told them: keep your money, I'd
rather get it from somewhere else [. . .] I always looked for funding outside the university
because I prefer the hassle of looking for it rather than dealing with the university. (DG.1)
The processes tend to be very slow bureaucratically within the university institution
[...]1and they discourage researchers, who ultimately choose to maintain their personal
networks and do research wherever they can. (DG.3)

From an economic perspective, the discourse suggests that some participants engage
in international research primarily, or even exclusively, for economic reasons. This includes
those who frame cross-border collaborations within an international consultancy scheme:

Within the topic of internationalization, the issue of knowledge production also has an
economic impact. (DG.4) I want our collaborations to be paid for. .. I want them to be
academic collaborations; we are not looking for consulting work. (DG.1)

Other discourses highlight the ethical dimension and political commitment—understood
in the Aristotelian sense as concern for, and engagement with, the public sphere— as
key factors shaping research internationalization. In Aristotle’s view, the political and the
public are inseparable: human beings are zoon politikon and achieve their fulfillment through
participation in the polis, where political action is oriented towards the governance of public
affairs and the pursuit of the common good (Aristételes, 2017). From this standpoint,
cross-border cooperation is said not only to enhance the quality of research activity but also
to benefit the university as a whole. It is further claimed that such collaboration strengthens
ethical standards and contributes to building the capacities of the national scientific system.

One vision is the strengthening of the capacity to carry out research in general: with its
different ethical and research quality components (DG.2) .. .the aim is to form alliances
to generate research between different countries and universities in order to, precisely,
promote and this research (DG.3)

From the standpoint of the participants’ accounts, research internationalization is
described as producing benefits that extend beyond individual researchers and accrue
to the university as an institution. These perceived benefits include the training of local
researchers, faculty, and students through research methods courses and workshops de-
livered by international scholars, as well as participation in scientific outreach activities.
International mentoring of graduate students’ research and the dialogue that arises during
the joint execution of projects are also highlighted.

The fact that you internationalize your research allows you to train teachers, even if they
do not have a graduate degree [. . ] it contributes to the training of professionals who
have been able to go abroad. [. . .] Would you like to come to Honduras to participate in
this event, and apart from giving the talk, would you give us some training? We put
together a 4- or 5-day workshop, and each research group brought in an international
guest and [organized] a workshop in their specific area. (DG.1) Our students have had
advisors from Costa Rica, the United States, Canada, and Mexico. That has been very
enriching [. . .] with that advisor who follows up with them, they form their own research
groups, their own publications, and they grow and multiply. [...] We ask those same
contacts to collaborate so that they can offer a virtual lecture [. . .] (DG.2) We must call
Spain, Chile [. . .] immediately, these are researchers with extensive experience and are
willing to participate in these activities [. . .] and start contributing. (DG.4)

In addition to strengthening capacity building through researcher training, participants
suggest that internationalization facilitates interdisciplinary interaction and the pooling of
expertise and resources to develop research projects of greater scope, impact, and relevance.
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Strengthening the capacity to conduct research in general [. . .] when I think of interna-
tionalization, multidisciplinarity comes to mind. One looks to international collaborators
to fill any gaps one may have in the disciplines, to strengthen certain aspects. (DG.2)
.. .scientists and researchers from different areas will contribute, so that research can be
conducted from different perspectives, in a fairly holistic manner. (DG.4)

It is also suggested that international interaction supports compliance with the in-
dexing criteria of local publications, while the publication of articles with international
authorship enhances the prestige of local journals.

The elements that are evaluated on scientific articles, at least in indexed journals, is that
scientific articles from other countries, foreign countries, can be published. [...] One
purpose of the [international] network is to give the journal an added value, and that is
why we exchange scientific articles. (DG.3) When we have a journal, working to make it
an international journal [. . .] it is difficult for a major researcher to want to publish an
article with us when they can do so in a higher-ranked journal, but there can always be
collaborations to enhance the weight of our journal formats. (DG.4)

It is also argued that the internationalization of research is promoted as a means of
achieving quality accreditation for institutional programs. Such evaluations are conducted
in line with international standards, which place particular value on academic exchange
and collaboration with scholars from other countries.

Establishing mechanisms and work processes of this kind in recent years in response
to accreditation [. . .] are very good total quality practices. (DG.1) A university that
conducts research is a university that earns points internationally and in international
rankings to be recognized. (DG.3)

One of the most decisive factors driving researchers to build relationships with interna-
tional peers is the desire to exchange ideas, receive feedback, and sustain academic dialogue
that improves project design and implementation, stimulates creativity, and enriches scien-
tific output. International interaction also facilitates access to extensive information and
cutting-edge scholarship, while enabling the acquisition of tacit knowledge derived from
shared experience.

The rapprochement, the coming and going between researchers and sharing with col-
leagues in other parts of the world [. . .] bringing our own knowledge, our own experiences.
That greatly enriches research. [...] A space for academic and scientific exchange that
I can’t find. . . I don’t even remember having memorable spaces here to really talk about
science. (DG.2) I have an idea and suddenly someone with more experience says it’s good,
or that the idea is no good. That’s part of what helps us: the frankness and maturity to
recognize that not all ideas are good. . . so as not to waste time. (DG.1) In order to share
this knowledge that is so important. (DG.4)

From the discourse, faculty members appear to view the internationalization of their
scientific output as a pathway to enhancing academic reputation. Although this does not
always translate into the expected gains in terms of career progression, it does contribute to
peer recognition and professional prestige, thereby reinforcing academic and social stand-
ing. In this regard, reputation is closely associated with the international communication of
results and publication in high-impact journals that are well positioned in global rankings.

Who doesn'’t like recognition for a job well done? [...] You must do systematic work, be
knowledgeable, have prestige; but that is achieved through associations that help generate
articles that are published in journals that are read and referenced. (DG.2) It is healthy
and excellent competition. We are in a constant battle with a certain someone: but our
battle is that I am going to produce more articles than you, and mine will be in better
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journals. (DG.1) We all want to be known and so our research output can expand and
reach more people. . . it is necessary to have these international relationships. (DG.3)

Consequently, the recognition that institutional and individual rankings confer on
research conducted in collaboration with international peers becomes one of the main
reasons why faculty seek to establish scientific exchange relationships with researchers
from other countries.

Establishing mechanisms and work processes of this type in recent years responds to
accreditation [. . .] (DG.1) A university that conducts research is a university that gains
points internationally and in international rankings to be recognized. (DG.3)

In this context, the limited availability of national journals that meet the indexing
criteria of recognized databases poses a challenge for researchers. Consequently, one
motivation driving internationalization is the desire to disseminate scholarly work in
internationally recognized journals, preferably in English and with high citation potential,
thereby increasing the visibility and impact of academic output.

Some make efforts to have [their work] published in international journals and to be
seen. (DG.4) You can do a lot of research, but if it doesn’t circulate, if it doesn’t come
out [...] As a university, we have some journals, but not only are they not indexed, they
also have no impact factor. [. . .] Sometimes you have the material to publish, but if the
impact factor of my university [is low] and I have the possibility of publishing in a journal
with a higher impact factor [. . .] You have to do systematic work, be knowledgeable, have
prestige, but that is achieved through associations that help generate articles that are
in journals that are read and referenced internationally [. . .] once they are published in
English, they become visible. (DG.2)

Finally, among the factors that contribute to research internationalization, as expressed
in the group meetings, the desire to build and strengthen personal relationships, form
friendships with colleagues who share common interests, and engage with other cultures
also stands out. Intercultural experience offers researchers a broader view of the world,
which, in turn, feeds back the university by informing practices and perspectives that can
contribute to institutional improvement.

Ultimately, you become friends with the visitors, and another type of bond is created.
[...] The work caught my attention, I grabbed the email, wrote to him, and he replied;
then they become colleagues, friends. (DG.1) Just going on an exchange opens a person
up, teaches them, gives them another perspective. .. (DG.2) ... I had the opportunity to
go on a scholarship [. . .] and that’s where this alliance and working with my teachers was
born; when I returned, I retained a good friendship. (DG.3)

Although these sociocultural factors are regarded as an added value, they are rarely
perceived as a sufficient driver, on their own, of research internationalization.

All the international research networks I have been involved with have come about through
conferences I have attended in other countries. [...] My personal experience is that any
researcher who participates in conferences can go on a trip to learn about and see the
culture and have a good time, but they must know that the purpose of a research conference
trip is to generate networks. (DG.3)

4. Discussion

According to the discourse analysis, five discursive positions were identified regarding
the rationales that drive faculty to internationalize their research activity. These positions,
whose relational structure can be seen in Figure 2, are: (A) Professional Development,
(B) Ethical-Political Commitment, (C) Financial Acquisition, (D) Academic Prestige, and
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(E) Sociocultural Engagement. Figure 2 also specifies the types of relations that connect
these positions within the relational polyhedron (affinity, discrepancy, difference and
complementarity), indicating how each position acquires meaning in relation to the others
rather than operating as an isolated category.

Discrepan
(A) PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT il (B) ETHICAL-POLITICAL
COMMITMENT

(D) ACADEMIC PRESTIGE

Aueuswa|dwo)

Affinity

(C) FINANCIAL ACQUISITION - (E) SOCIO-CULTURAL
Complementarity ENGAGEMENT

Figure 2. Relational polyhedron of discursive positions on the rationales that explain the internation-
alization of research, according to university faculty discourse.

Position (A) Professional Development frames the internationalization of research
as being promoted for predominantly profit-oriented reasons. It is argued that the fun-
damental rationale for advancing research internationalization lies in obtaining personal
economic benefits, which leads to prioritizing knowledge production and dissemination
mechanisms linked to service provision and international consulting. This position main-
tains a discordant relationship with position (B) Ethical-Political Commitment, shows
affinity with position (C) Financial Acquisition, and differs from position (D) Academic
Prestige. In this line, Altbach and Knight (2007) note that globalization has enabled the
emergence of a global labor market for scientists and academics, thereby stimulating the
internationalization of research activities. However, Turner and Robson (2007) argue that
faculty generally seek to distance themselves from competitive, market-oriented motiva-
tions. Instead, they ground their transnational activity in cooperative and internationalist
rationales, articulated through a values-based discourse. The present findings suggest that
this tension remains analytically relevant under contemporary conditions, as international-
ization agendas increasingly intertwine with competitive funding regimes and externalized
project logics (Deng, 2025), potentially widening the gap between policy-driven incentives
and the values-centered rationales that many academics mobilize in discourse (Turner &
Robson, 2007). In a structurally constrained Global South context, such as Honduras, this
configuration can render internationalization simultaneously desirable and ambivalent
(Zelaya & Montafés, 2021b): it may be pursued as a pathway to opportunity, while also
being experienced as a dynamic where economic imperatives compete with academic and
public commitments.

Consistent with the above, position (B) Ethical-Political Commitment groups together
discourses organized around a commitment to scientific progress, the improvement of
quality in the university’s research function, and the development of society and the public
sphere. From this standpoint, research internationalization contributes to the training
of the national academic community, strengthens institutional capacities to undertake
larger-scale and higher-quality research, improves local systems of scientific dissemination,
facilitates institutional accreditation, and enhances the university’s standing in academic
rankings. In sum, this position prioritizes institutional benefits over individual gains,
which helps explain its discrepancy with position (A) Professional Development. At
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the same time, it shows affinity with position (D) Academic Prestige and complements
position (E) Sociocultural Engagement. The prominence of this position resonates with
critiques warning that internationalization may become excessively instrumental when it
is driven by externally oriented agendas that are only partially connected to institutional
capacity-building needs (Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026; Deng, 2025). In that regard, the
Ethical-Political Commitment position operates as a counterweight to purely competitive
framings by re-centering internationalization on public value, institutional strengthening,
and the ethical implications of transnational engagement, which have gained visibility
amid geopolitical uncertainty and renewed contestation over the purposes of international
academic cooperation (Kapfudzaruwa, 2025).

Authors such as Blumenthal et al. (1996), Aigner et al. (1992), Wéchter et al. (1999),
Knight (1997), and de Wit (2000) have examined—through an institutional lens and in
terms of national interest—the factors and rationales that justify integrating an international
dimension into academic activities. Georghiou (1998) similarly analyzes the institutional
drivers that foster international cooperation in industrialized countries, distinguishing
between direct benefits for the development of science and technology—such as higher-
quality or larger-scale research projects that are more agile or lower cost—and indirect
benefits of a strategic, economic, or political nature, including improvements in institutional
reputation and access to alternative sources of funding. While these frameworks remain
conceptually productive, the present study also underscores a point raised in the recent
literature: rationales are not only multiple but also configured through disruption and
differentiation across contexts (Kapfudzaruwa, 2025; Sisavath, 2024; Zhang & Wu, 2025).
Accordingly, the discursive positions identified here should be read not as a static category
but as situated discursive logics through which faculty interpret and justify international-
ization in conditions shaped by capacity gaps, shifting incentives and the post-pandemic
reorganization of academic work and mobility (Zhang & Wu, 2025).

Position (C) Financial Acquisition is linked to the need to secure external resources
from other countries to sustain scientific activity, given the limited local budget allocations
assigned to research. This position aligns with position (A) Professional Development
insofar as both are shaped by economic considerations. However, whereas position (A)
prioritizes obtaining emoluments or fees through consultancy work or service provision,
position (C) centers on securing funding to conduct research. Position (C) also maintains
complementary relations with position (E) Sociocultural Engagement and shows affinity
with position (D) Academic Prestige since it likewise seeks to enhance academic reputation
and peer recognition through the internationalization of research activity. Consistent
with this emphasis, Knight (2008) argues that, at the institutional level, economic factors—
such as revenue generation, national economic competitiveness, and access to financial
incentives—are among the main drivers for higher education internationalization. Yet,
recent evidence from less-resourced higher education systems suggests that, in post-COVID
conditions, internationalization may be strongly motivated by resource assurance and by
drivers linked to strengthening institutional and human capacity, including the expansion
of digital capabilities (Sisavath, 2024). In this context, the Financial Acquisition position
can be understood not merely as a marketized driver, but as a discourse of feasibility;
it frames internationalization as a practical mechanism for making research possible in
contexts where domestic support is insufficient and where participation in transnational
networks functions as an enabling condition for undertaking, validating, and disseminating
scientific work.

Position (D) Academic Prestige reflects that researchers engage internationally to
increase the visibility and impact of their work, with the aim of enhancing their prestige
and social and academic status. Although not always to the extent expected, this can also
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contribute to advancement in teaching and research careers. This position shows affinity
with position (B) Ethical-Political Commitment and differs from position (A) Professional
Development since it is grounded in the construction of academic and social standing
rather than in the pursuit of personal economic gain. In addition, as the discourses suggest,
the status gains associated with participation in international projects can have positive
spillover effects on researchers” home institutions, strengthening their academic standing.
As Woldegiyorgis et al. (2018) noted, research internationalization has historically been
sustained by the widely accepted view that research should be recognized as internation-
ally relevant. For faculty, internationalization is therefore seen as a useful mechanism for
increasing scientific output and improving citation indexes, both of which are central to
building personal academic reputation. Similarly, Wagner (2006) argued that researchers
engage in international academic activities not only to gain visibility among peers, but also
to exchange ideas, foster creativity, and draw on complementary capacities that expand the
scope and impact of their initiatives. At the same time, contemporary debates highlight that
prestige-driven internationalization can reinforce uneven hierarchies when dominant stan-
dards and evaluation regimes remain strongly shaped by Western/Anglo-Saxon paradigms
(Kapfudzaruwa, 2025). From this perspective, Position (D) appears as double-edged: it
motivates international engagement through recognized metrics of visibility and impact,
while potentially binding researchers to external evaluative logics that may not align with
local priorities, thereby reproducing the policy—practice frictions identified in analyses of
internationalization governance (Trondal, 2010; Caliskan & Buyukgoze, 2026; Deng, 2025).

Position (E) Sociocultural Engagement maintains a complementary relationship with
positions (B) Ethical-Political Commitment, (C) Financial Acquisition, and (D) Academic
Prestige, but not with position (A) Professional Development, since the latter is more
focused on securing individual economic benefits. Position (E) is understood as an added
value of research internationalization because it encourages the creation and strengthen-
ing of personal networks and engagement with other cultures. These dynamics, in turn,
support the construction and maintenance of international networks and foster critical
reflection on the procedures, management, and other research-related activities carried out
by home universities. Knight (2008) also refers to sociocultural reasons as rationales of
internationalization. These rationales seek to promote intercultural understanding within
national and supranational university systems to counteract the homogenizing effects of
globalization and to preserve each nation’s cultural identity and language (Knight, 2008).
The discursive position (E) Sociocultural Engagement holds that intercultural experience
provides researchers with a broader global perspective, facilitates the configuration of infor-
mal networks that strengthen the university, and enables the development of friendships
with international colleagues with whom they share interests, ideas, and lines of research.
In terms of South-South higher education interactions, these relational and intercultural dy-
namics may also be read as enabling infrastructures for cooperation in a period marked by
disruptions such as pandemic effects, geopolitical realignments, and technological change
that reshape mobility patterns and the normative frameworks through which collaboration
is justified (Zhang & Wu, 2025). Sociocultural engagement is not merely ancillary; it func-
tions as a connective layer that sustains the relational conditions under which other drivers
become actionable.

5. Conclusions

The analysis shows that faculty engagement in research internationalization is not
shaped by a single rationale; rather, rationales and motivations are articulated in discourse
as a relational configuration of positions that overlap, diverge, and become intelligible
through their mutual tensions and complementarities. This constitutes the study’s primary
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theoretical contribution: it conceptualizes faculty engagement as a relational configuration
of discursive positions, rather than a list of isolated reasons, extending the literature’s
multidimensional accounts by showing how rationales are combined and hierarchized in
situated academic practice. Empirically, the study contributes by identifying and mapping
five discursive positions through which Honduran university faculty justify research
internationalization at the programmatic level of academic practice.

Five discursive positions structure this configuration. Positions (B) Ethical-Political
Commitment and (D) Academic Prestige share a cooperative and internationalist orien-
tation toward direct academic benefits (Turner & Robson, 2007) while differing in their
primary focus: position (B) privileges collective, public, and institutional benefit, whereas
position (D) foregrounds personal recognition and status. By contrast, positions (A) Profes-
sional Development and (C) Financial Acquisition are shaped by economic considerations
and resonate with competitive logics associated with emerging patterns of research funding
(Katz & Martin, 1997), yet they remain analytically distinct: position (C) prioritizes securing
resources to carry out research, whereas position (A) emphasizes individual benefit with
comparatively less emphasis on academic recognition. Prestige and recognition remain cen-
tral to position (D) Academic Prestige, which—as its name suggests—treats international-
ization as a pathway to strengthening social and academic status. Position (E) Sociocultural
Engagement, while not primarily driven by economic or academic incentives, operates as
a complementary layer that supports most other positions, indicating that relational and
intercultural dynamics often function as enabling conditions for international engagement.

These findings have practical implications for institutional governance and man-
agement. Because the positions contribute, directly or indirectly, to the quality of the
research function and to institutional standing, internationalization strategies are likely to
be strengthened when they explicitly recognize the plurality of faculty rationales through
which international engagement is pursued. The relational mapping offers a tool for design-
ing mechanisms that reduce implementation frictions by improving the alignment between
institutional internationalization priorities and the rationales articulated expressed by fac-
ulty members. In this regard, policy effectiveness depends not only on formal strategic
objectives but also on whether governance instruments and incentive structures resonate
with the rationales through which internationalization is justified in practice (de Wit, 2000).
Even position (A) Professional Development, despite being motivated by individual eco-
nomic interests, could yield institutional benefits if arrangements ensured that a share of
consultancy-derived income generated using university resources and institutional image
contributes to strengthening research capacity.

6. Limitations and Future Directions

It is important to acknowledge, although some discourses referred to difficulties in
pursuing international activity within higher education institutions, this study was not
intended to systematically examine the barriers that hinder the internationalization of uni-
versity research. Further research should therefore address the institutional management of
research more explicitly, incorporating the needs, demands, conceptions and perspectives
of the academic, administrative and policy actors involved in governance, support struc-
ture, and resource allocation. In addition, future studies could explore whether, and how,
faculty rationales for research internationalization vary by career stage and academic-career
maturity, given that incentives, constraints, and expectations are likely to differ across
early-, mid-, and late-career trajectories.
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