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Using virtual internationalization as a key concept, this article adds to the body of experience-
based knowledge on how to build partnerships and develop courses within higher education. 
The purpose of this article is to disseminate knowledge about the collaborative process that 
took place when Swedish and Canadian universities created an international online course 
focused on work and health. The article presents the challenges and mitigating strategies 
during course implementation and preconditions that enabled the co-production of the 
course. The conclusion provides critical reflections, questions and lessons learned that arose 
from the instructors reflections in relation to virtual internationalization. The self-reflexive 
experiences were analysed through the lens of internationalization in higher education and 
virtual internationalization literature, and the theory of social coordination and bureaucracy 
to enable an understanding of how we did it our way. 
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Introduction
Research (Larsson et al., 2005; Ryan et al., 2017) and policies (de Wit et al., 2015; SOU, 2018:3) 
related to online learning pose the question, How can we find ways to stimulate internation-
alization through information and communications technology and online learning in higher 
education? One answer is through virtual internationalization. This concept begins with the 
notion that students and university departments do not necessarily have to physically cross 
borders to be part of an intercultural exchange of knowledge in higher education (Bruhn, 
2017). Virtual internationalization is described as enabling academic development between 
universities (van den Berg et al., 2016) since it facilitates internationalization at home and/or 
internationalization of the curriculum, e.g. internationalization of learning outcomes, ped-
agogical development, education and assessments (Beelen & Jones, 2015), and may stimu-
late institutional competitive improvement on the global educational “market” (Heffernan & 
Poole, 2005). Thus, internationalization is presented as a tool for academic development where 
a range of approaches to virtual internationalization can be applied (Bruhn, 2017; Critelli et al., 
2017; Ryan et al., 2017).
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Collaboration in virtual internationalization 
This article adds to the body of experience-based knowledge on how to build a partnership and 
develop a course within higher education using virtual internationalization as a key strategy. 
Three universities, two Swedish (Mid Sweden University and Mälardalen University) and one 
Canadian (University of Waterloo), implemented a co-owned and co-produced international 
online course. Our partnership started with an interest in creating a unique international online 
educational opportunity for students through which they could work directly with international 
peers. Establishing an online course would facilitate students’ international participation with-
out the need for travel and the additional expenses that accompany a period abroad. Research 
within the area of internationalization in higher education emphasises the need to promote 
intercultural competencies for students and stimulate global knowledge exchange regarding dif-
ferent subjects (Deardorff, 2006; Morong & DesBiens, 2016; Stier, 2003). One rationale for this 
is that students are future decision makers and different subjects, e.g. fair employment condi-
tions and decent work for all, are viewed as global concerns, with consequences for workers’ 
health (CSDH, 2008; United Nations, 2015). Therefore, students need an awareness of their 
main subject from a global or international learning perspective in order to apply it in their 
local context (Burt et al., 2019). This aligns with each university’s internationalization strategy 
(Mälardalen University, 2016; Mittuniversitetet, 2018; University of Waterloo, 2018). 

Further, these approaches are in line with national objectives in both countries. Both the 
Swedish Higher Education Act (SFS, 1992:1434) and the international education strategy in 
Canada (Government of Canada, 2019) encourage international collaboration as a key strategy 
for higher education as well as research. The partnership and the course would enable platforms 
for knowledge exchange about international online learning and structures for collaboration 
between universities. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this way of implementing 
existing practices in our universities provides a good example for the future of the internation-
alization of higher education. Besides, the challenges faced in the context of the COVID-19 
pandemic and closed borders also show that student mobility decreases if there is uncertainty 
about the academic benefits of studying abroad, e.g. a challenge in transferring credits between 
universities. Additional factors that decrease mobility are uncertainty regarding monetary costs 
of studying and living in another country (German Centre for Higher Education Research and 
Science, 2008; Government of Canada, 2019) and students being unwilling to leave personal 
relationships, especially family bonds, behind (German Centre for Higher Education Research 
and Science, 2008; Engwall, 2016). 

Our process, and how we did virtual internationalization our way, can be described as an 
engaged model combined with the right prerequisites for internationalization at home. This 
article sets out to add to the body of experience-based knowledge by using the authors’ involve-
ment with a self-reflexive story-telling approach. Thus, the purpose of this article is to dissemi-
nate knowledge about the collaborative process that took place when three universities created 
an international partnership with the aim of developing an international online course within 
the work and health subject area.

Methods and theoretical lens
The article is based on meeting notes, reflective journals and discussions between instructors, 
i.e. the authors of the article, student surveys and a written evaluation report from the project 
(MacEachen et al., 2019). The article will present the challenges and mitigating strategies during 
course implementation and preconditions that enabled the co-production of the course. The 
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conclusion specifies critical reflections, questions and lessons learned that arose from our reflec-
tions in relation to virtual internationalization. 

The self-reflexive experiences were framed by the literature of internationalization in higher 
education and virtual internationalization literature (e.g. Bruhn, 2017), and reflected upon 
through the theoretical lens of social coordination and bureaucracy (Gittell & Douglass, 
2012), to enable an understanding of how we did it our way. The theory of social coordination 
and bureaucracy can be helpful to understand underlying values in different social relational 
organisations, for instance in this article between our universities. The underlying principle 
in the theory suggests that highly cooperative work is most effectively coordinated by front-
line workers (i.e. university instructors and administrators), their customers (i.e. students) and 
their leaders, through a relational process of finding shared goals, shared knowledge and shared 
mutual respect and expectations. The relationship is supported by frequent, timely, accurate and 
 problem-solving communication (Gittell & Douglass, 2012; Williams, 2002).

Description of the collaborative course
The initial idea for our partnership was to build a public-health course offering focused on work 
and health. This needed to be suitable for students with a range of interests in the topic, such 
as international policy comparison, social security systems, and equity in work and health. The 
result became a course, created during 2017 and 2018 and implemented in January 2019, with 
the title “What Is Fair? International Perspectives on Equity in Work and Health”. The core of 
the course takes an intersectionality lens to understand international systems and policies in 
relation to health, work and equity impact on workers’ health (Vinberg et al., 2020). The con-
tent is divided into four modules: theory and concepts, disability management, occupational 
health and safety, and workplace health promotion. The course is provided to graduate students 
and runs annually for ten weeks at the MSc- and PhD-student levels.

A critical aspect of the course is that it is designed so that students could register for the 
course at their home university; i.e. the universities enrolled their own students according to 
their own educational systems and regulations. In this way, the universities avoided the bureau-
cratic challenges associated with students having to register for a course at a different univer-
sity. In addition, no extra fees are incurred for the students and credits are awarded within the 
home institution. Furthermore, each instructor’s salary is handled by his or her home university. 
However, we have a common syllabus for the course: the content of the course, the assignments 
given, and the interaction between students through discussion posts and group work are the 
same for everyone. We share a common learning platform for the course content, administra-
tion, learning and teaching practices. The platform is hosted by the University of Waterloo, 
which offers technical support for students and instructors. So far, we have offered the course 
three times, in 2019, 2020 and 2021. We had seven registered and graduated students the first 
year, 15 students the second year and 20 the third year. 

Challenges and mitigating strategies during course implementation
There was no gold standard for how to create and deliver this kind of collaborative online course. 
The instructors involved had to negotiate different educational and university systems during 
the development and implementation process. The prominent challenges and mitigating strate-
gies are reflected upon as legal, course organisation and pedagogical issues.

In research literature, managing international collaboration in online courses is increasingly 
addressed (Heffernan & Poole, 2005; Larsson et al., 2005; van den Berg, 2016; Critelli et al., 
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2017; Ryan et al, 2017), and the literature points to challenges with managing virtual interna-
tional collaborative initiatives. For instance, cultural variances in languages between nations 
can require time-consuming efforts to translate learning material and to find a language that 
is interpreted in a common way by both faculty and students (Critelli et al., 2017; Ryan et al., 
2017). Differences in views on learning and expectations of students can create uncertainties for 
students regarding how to act in learning situations; this notion is especially visible in studies 
that compare different intercultural backgrounds of students (Harrison et al., 2018; Lee & Bligh, 
2019; Pisutova, 2016). Administrative issues such as signing partnership agreements and merg-
ing educational systems, for instance how to grade and give credits when setting out from differ-
ent system logics, can create both frustration and sometimes new innovative solutions (Larsson 
et al., 2005; Ryan et al., 2017). These challenges became evident during the development process 
of our online course as the course creation process and the structure of the partnership were 
formed and grew in design and structure (MacEachen et al., 2019). 

Legal issues
One particular challenge that complicated course implementation was the legal agreements 
needed between the universities. Just as we were about to launch our course, the EU 2016/679 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), Europe’s new EU privacy legislation, came into 
effect (Europaparlamentets och rådets förordning, 2016). The GDPR required clarifications 
regarding the safeguarding of student privacy on the common learning platform and during 
course interactions. This created a hectic period, as we were late getting this process started. The 
legal agreement was completed by engaging with our respective legal offices and lawyers, which 
we realised are vital functions at the universities when it comes to implementation of virtual 
internationalization. 

Future projects on virtual internationalization should start the process with the legal pre-
requisites first, followed by educational and course developmental issues. The one fundamental 
question to ask here is whether it is legally possible to collaborate. In addition, the faculties need 
to work closely with their international offices at their respective universities to anticipate legal 
issues. This is particularly the case from a European perspective, where the GDPR legalisation 
needs special attention. 

Course organisation issues
Different term times, term breaks and course intensities created challenges for the design of the 
course. The Swedish universities’ terms do not fully overlap with the Canadian terms; Swedish 
terms are a little shorter. As well, Swedish students do not have breaks in the middle of a term; 
in contrast, the Canadian universities have a Reading Week break in February. 

We managed these issues by making our course a 10-week course in accordance with the 
Swedish term length and course length, which is a little shorter than the Canadian 12-week 
term. This allowed all three universities to fully overlap since the Canadian system leaves more 
leeway in locally managed courses, as opposed to the Swedish regulation where term lengths 
and course weeks are fixed. University of Waterloo graduate students are expected to spend 
approximately 7 hours per week on a .5 credit course (for readings, essays, course participation), 
and they normally take 3 courses at a time. However, Swedish courses are either full-time or 
half-time. Therefore, a half-time course for a Swedish student involves approximately 20 hours 
per week of their time. We managed this challenge by making the course equivalent to one 
.5 credit University of Waterloo course and one 7.5 credit half-time Mid Sweden University and 
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Mälardalen University course. We reasoned that, as the course is delivered in English, the Swed-
ish students need extra time to manage the English-as-a-second-language issues. 

We conformed to different grading conventions within the same course. This creates inequi-
ties across students within the course but maintains equities within the universities. Swedish 
doctoral students are graded on a pass/fail basis for their course work in both universities. For 
Swedish master’s students, in-course assignments are assigned a pass-with-distinction/pass/fail 
grade at one university and pass/fail at the other. In contrast, the Canadian courses are graded 
numerically, out of 100%. We managed the disparate grading conventions by having instructors 
grade their own students according to the local grading convention. This worked well, because 
each of the students were registered for the course via their own universities, so were subject to 
grading rules of their own institutions. The course is designed in four modules (Vinberg et al., 
2020). For each module we paired Canadian and Swedish instructors, and they jointly reviewed 
and ranked assignments for all students (Swedish and Canadian) before applying the appropri-
ate local grades. 

Further, we conformed to different course failure and sick note conventions. Swedish students 
have the right to re-write assignments and final papers within the course up to five times. In 
contrast, Canadian students are usually graded for all submissions and penalised for late assign-
ments and usually cannot re-write a final paper or examination. Therefore, we ended up with 
separate course failure policies for students at each university. Sick notes and related permission 
to miss an exam or test and write it later were other areas of difference. Again, we opted to apply 
local policies for this issue. The policies for each institution were available on the learning plat-
form (LEARN) course site. To accommodate the Swedish student re-examinations, the online 
learning unit at the University of Waterloo (CEL) agreed to always archive the previous 5 years 
of our course on LEARN, which is a procedure that is not normally done. 

Several of the assignments were due on a Sunday. While Canadian students have appreciated 
having some weekend time to complete their assignments, a cultural difference was that Swedish 
students felt that it was unfair for instructors to expect submissions on a weekend. We managed 
this by having assignments due on weekdays only.

The first year the course was offered the challenge was low course registration. A total of 
9 Swedish and 6 Canadian students registered in the course, of whom 7 dropped early in the 
term, leaving a total of 4 Swedish and 4 Canadian students in the course. The Swedish uni-
versities may have had low registration because information about registering for the course 
was made available to students at the last minute, while we grappled with whether the course 
would be able to be offered in the winter term due to slow-moving legal agreements between 
the universities. Only one Swedish university could make the offering as well. The University of 
Waterloo had low registration because that first year the course was offered as a “special topics” 
course and therefore may have been difficult for students to find in university course listings. 
Feedback from students indicated that Swedish students dropped out because of concerns about 
workload, group work and different student time zones (MacEachen et al., 2019). The Swedish 
students were unfamiliar with the process of setting up a guest account for the learning platform 
at the University of Waterloo and accessing LEARN. In Week 1 of the course, this created some 
disruption as students lacked access to the course while they worked through setup problems. 
It is possible that complications around connecting via LEARN were also discouraging. Feed-
back from some Canadian students indicated that they dropped out because the course did not 
suit their schedule. It is also possible that Canadian students left the course when they couldn’t 
access it immediately at the start of the term, as the course started two weeks after the official 
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term start and wasn’t visible on LEARN until then. Students may have thought the course 
offering was no longer available. We managed these challenges in several ways. The second year, 
the course was made available to Swedish students on time at both universities. As the course 
was fully created and legal agreements were in place, no delays occurred. The course on LEARN 
was made available to all students at the start of the Canadian term. The front page provided 
a reminder to students of the condensed course start date and let them know that activities 
would start two weeks later. As well, we made changes to reduce the amount of group work in 
the course and reduce the numbers of readings to ease the workload. We managed the problem 
of accessing the LEARN platform via a guest account for Swedish students by creating a clear, 
step-by-step information sheet that details the setup process. 

Pedagogical issues
To facilitate international interaction between the students, we organised student groups so that 
each included Canadian and Swedish students. The idea was that students could learn from 
each other about each other’s social security and work and health systems while they conducted 
their assignments. Student feedback indicated that they appreciated the group work, but found 
meetings difficult to organise due to time zone differences. We created a less intense form of stu-
dent interaction by re-designing some assignments to make them asynchronous. For instance, 
we replaced some group work with discussion board comments that could be added any time 
during the week. 

The Swedish students all spoke English as a second language (ESL), and all assignments were 
due in English. In student evaluations, Canadian students indicated that they had the extra bur-
den of tidying up their Swedish peer’s assignments, in order to correct spelling and grammar. We 
managed this challenge by stating explicitly to all students that, for this course, we are cognisant 
of ESL challenges and will not apply penalties to assignments for poor spelling or grammar. The 
issue was also highlighted in the group contract that each student group forms at the start of 
the course.

Overall, the challenges encountered and the mitigating strategies used show how co- 
production and collaboration requires negotiation, mediation and decision models based on 
consensus and win-win outcomes (Williams, 2002). Consideration given to different national 
educational systems (Larsson et al., 2005), including grading conventions, credits and term 
lengths,  syllabus, and pedagogical issues, involved a “give-and-take” process from our three 
universities.  During 2020, we enrolled 7 Swedish students and 8 Canadian students. The chal-
lenges, and how we managed them after our first round of the course, resulted in positive 
outcomes during the second course offering. The student evaluation feedback showed that the 
content, literature and individual examinations were relevant and worked well in relation to 
workload. However, there are still some issues concerning group work that need to be improved, 
especially how cultural differences and different time zones affect Swedish as compared to Cana-
dian students. There have been reflections from students about different cultural views on when 
it is appropriate to work on assignments during the week, i.e. during office hours or also during 
weekends and evenings. Different time zones further complicate this issue, and students have 
asked for more time to manage the assignments to overcome these barriers. 

Digital pedagogies
The three universities had different approaches to the format of online teaching, ranging from 
synchronous with face-to-face contact, to asynchronous and largely a text-based approach with 
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brief instructor videos, to narrated PowerPoint slides. At the start of our development pro-
cess of choices made around digital pedagogics, we found common pedagogical tools to use 
through dialogue supported by an online learning consultant at the University of Waterloo. 
In the absence of face-to-face contact, it was important in this course that students be exposed 
to each other and to international instructors. We exposed students to each other by requiring 
group work, which led to them interacting across various mediums. For instruction, we opted 
for narrated slides so that students were verbally exposed to instructors’ voices, terminologies 
and vocabularies. As each section of the course was co-hosted by a Swedish and a Canadian 
instructor, we worked together to ensure that all content was fully culturally understandable. 
Looking forward, in the context of pandemic-induced ease of access to audio-visual mediums 
(e.g. TEAMS, Zoom), we are exploring adding more video content.

The preconditions in place for doing virtual internationalization 
our way
Previous research shows that a lack of long-term financial resources for courses and programs 
may result in program shutdown once the grant period is over (Loisel et al., 2009). Additionally, 
it is important to take into account the time required as well as the extent of the online learn-
ing competence of the faculty and administrative colleagues when it comes to developing and 
implementing virtual internationalization courses (Ryan et al., 2017). This online learning com-
petence is likely greatly enhanced following most universities’ experiences of expanded online 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Further, the need to engage the faculties involved 
in the collaborative initiatives has to be considered (Beelen & Jones, 2015;  Heffernan & Poole, 
2005). Thus, more studies are required that move beyond ideals and carefully problematize the 
processes and concerns related to virtual international collaboration between institutions (Ryan 
et al., 2017). Doing virtual internationalization our way, some necessary preconditions were 
identified and reflected upon, primarily through the theoretical lens of relational coordination 
and relational bureaucracy (Gittell & Douglass, 2012). 

The aspect of time and (financial) resources
The process is not just about designing the course but also about understanding how each 
other’s educational systems work, working with legal agreements and finding ways to commu-
nicate, reflect, document and share thoughts and ideas along the way. Drawing on the theory of 
relational coordination and relational bureaucracy, the creation and development of a mutual 
international course is characterised by a complexity of interdependent cooperation and coor-
dination through social relationships (Gittell & Douglass, 2012; Gittell et al., 2010). We found 
different ways of organising the work methods internally for our virtual internationalization 
process, for example working with tools like Skype, Dropbox and Padlet, as well as becoming 
familiar with the learning platform. Further, to enable equity in the work process, we identified 
how to arrange meetings and set up continuous meeting agendas and how to come together as 
a group to facilitate the social contract represented by mutual beliefs, perceptions and informal 
obligations between parties. The developmental process takes time.

Our process was undertaken with a lot of face-to-face contact, both online and through 
physical visits, to make the virtual online forum work and to build social relational bonds. We 
visited each other’s universities, supported by a start-up grant from the Swedish Foundation 
for International Cooperation in Research and Higher Education (STINT), and we also met 
during the process of development and evaluation thanks to grants from our universities. We 
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met at the University of Waterloo for one week during the course development phase to enable 
our academic and administrative colleagues to examine the opportunities and challenges of the 
partnership and the course. Further, academic and administrative colleagues met once at Mid 
Sweden University and the University of Waterloo once the course had been made available, 
to review the course implementation and make remaining changes. Instructors met regularly 
online during the development of the course, as well as during the course and after the course 
to evaluate and make revisions. 

The grants enabled us to build trust and social interaction supported by frequent, up-to-
date, problem-solving communication. This facilitated the relational process of finding shared 
goals, shared knowledge and shared mutual respect and expectations (Gittell & Douglass, 2012; 
Williams, 2002). Early in the process, our own heads of the university departments and faculty 
colleagues were supportive of the idea of implementing virtual internationalization using our 
approach. The partnership became feasible through our universities being willing to take risks 
and being open to innovative approaches. They enabled the partnership by investing resources 
such as grants for knowledge exchange, allowing access to administrative colleagues within our 
respective university structures (librarians, educational developers, lawyers, international rela-
tions officers), and by providing time and institutional legitimacy. 

The aspect of social relational bonds
Internal social agreements between the instructors were formed based on co-ownership and 
shared workload, shared responsibility and shared design of the course. The time invested in 
terms of the social contract between the instructors also made clear how the instructors could 
draw on each other’s strengths, such as expertise in specific parts of the subject and course 
content, and each university’s strengths such as identifying which learning platform was best 
suited for the online educational tools used. The process was characterised by innovation, risk 
taking and entrepreneurship rather than a search for the one single right solution or one way 
forward ( Williams, 2002). These findings related to the ideation process are in line with previous 
research within innovation science. That research emphasises knowledge creation as a process 
which takes place in a specific social context that is dependent on conscious social interaction 
and communication (Björk et al., 2011). Thus, the core of creativity is built on more than 
individual commitments and thought processes since it is also situated within and between 
organisations such as universities (Heffernan & Poole, 2005). Future projects on virtual inter-
nationalization need to be aware of the need for a social contract as well as for funding for the 
start-up and sustainability of the effort in relation to time investment for social interaction, 
online or face-to-face, for those involved. This should be emphasised and acknowledged in the 
intersection between policy statements and practical reality. 

The aspect of administrative support
According to relational coordination theory, personal relationships between people involved in 
a network are contextualized as professional links between work functions rather than personal 
ties between individuals who possess work functions, since dependence on personal ties limits 
sustainability (Gittell & Douglass, 2012). Further, organisations with structures that promote 
relational coordination create cohesion and broader contextual awareness, i.e. the participants’ 
awareness of how their work fits in and affects the organization and its results as a whole prevents 
the reinforcement of functional silos that result in weak links between work functions (Gittell  
& Suchmann, 2013). Although relational coordination theory can be helpful to understand 
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underlying values in different social relational organisations, e.g. health care in earlier research 
(Gittell et al., 2010), one has to reflect on what social bonds or ties between individuals mean 
within our educational setting and academic culture. In terms of the concept of boundary span-
ning, this involves crossing boundaries within our own universities and also crossing borders 
to other universities in other nations. The borders might refer to professional roles or functions 
within the university setting and also to crossing administrative and legal borders with the 
aim of building a social network in order to manage complex problems, i.e. virtual interna-
tionalization (Williams, 2002). During our partnership development process, we realised that 
our administrative colleagues (librarians, educational developers, lawyers and international rela-
tions officers) played an essential role. Our social ties and our social coordination networks, i.e. 
functions within universities, expanded throughout the development process and course imple-
mentation since we crossed several borders. From our different universities we involved admin-
istrative colleagues from the international relations office, educational development, library 
support and lawyers during different stages of the process. As instructors, we learned that our 
administrative colleagues want to be involved early in the process. Sometimes they feel that they 
are asked for support too late in different development processes, resulting in a heavier workload 
for them. Including administrative colleagues early in the process also creates the conditions for 
commitment, motivation and the opportunity to build strong inter-institutional ties. Further, 
the combination of our different areas of expertise has helped us understand each other’s edu-
cational contexts and importantly improved how the course instructors deal with international 
students. It helped instructors to understand the academic culture of the students and what 
they are accustomed to in terms of access to the library, learning platforms used and educational 
methods, grading conventions and credit accounts in different international contexts. 

Conclusion – reflections on lessons learned
In line with social coordination and bureaucracy (Gittell & Douglass, 2012), our experience 
shows that social relationships and continuity of interaction have been crucial to the virtual 
internationalization process and course implementations. For those of us who work in an aca-
demic setting, individual social relational bonds and ties are essential in many aspects of our 
work. Within our networks we share the same work culture, the academic world, and have an 
understanding of the hierarchical circumstances of our respective professions in each educa-
tional institution. The academic work culture is characterised by independence in idea gener-
ation and knowledge processes; however, it is strict when it comes to boundaries such as laws 
and rules for how education is formulated in legalisation and laws in each nation. Part of the 
process has involved letting each individual’s professional excellence enrich, not hinder, the 
development of both the partnership and the approaches to virtual internationalization. In 
this regard, the literature on boundary spanning suggests that networks that build sustaina-
ble relationships will enable social capital, e.g. build trust, improve levels of cognitive ability 
to understand complexity and be able to operate within non-hierarchical environments with 
discrete alignments of power relationships (Williams, 2002). However, future virtual interna-
tionalization collaboration efforts with more unequal resources may present challenges to both 
academic and administrative staff. Therefore, from the administration perspective, a gold stand-
ard or organizational routines and institutional standards (Pluye et al., 2004) may not always 
be a given in enabling sustainability from one virtual internationalization to another. Nonethe-
less, this particular course and partnership, and the knowledge exchange involved through the 
development process, has facilitated a deeper understanding of the different aspects involved in 



10 Åsa Tjulin et al.

the process of virtual internationalization on an organizational and institutional level. We hope 
that the experiences we gained can inspire and be of value for others who seek to develop virtual 
international courses or initiatives. 

Virtual internationalization initiatives take different forms and are shaped by different pre-
conditions, depending on factors such as the goal of the intended activity or/and resources avail-
able. The approach we took to virtual internationalization fostered a sense of willingness to take 
the risk and be open to innovative ways to implement the internationalization of higher educa-
tion rhetoric stated in national and university policies. In light of feasibility, the organizational 
learning that can be drawn from this particular example of how to implement an international 
virtual course resulted in a number of critical questions. The critical questions should be asked 
in the initial phase – to test an idea of virtual internationalization. For instance, Mid Sweden 
University has drawn on learnings from our experience by providing other faculty members the 
critical questions posed in light of feasibility – What does it mean in terms of resources such 
as the time, structure, competence, social relations and professionals (work roles) involved? 
How does the intersection between policy and practice facilitate virtual internationalization? 
Do preconceptions exist about virtual internationalization? What would be the added value 
of virtual internationalization and for whom? Are any structures in place for creation, imple-
mentation and sustainability of virtual internationalization? How are structures set up and how 
adaptable are the structures to different educational jurisdictions and contexts? How much can 
each university push their boundaries when it comes to time, legal issues and commitment to 
the process? Further, the learnings we have drawn and how we did virtual internationalization 
our way have been an inspiration to two other initiatives implemented at Mälardalen University. 
However, for future development processes, we acknowledge that universities need to find their 
own way of how to operationalize virtual internationalization.

Our main message, based on our approach to virtual internationalization, exemplifies that a 
significant time investment is required for the creation process of the course content and struc-
ture, as well as to build social relationships (whether offline or online or in combination) and find 
common legal agreements for our partnership. We also had external funding during the develop-
ment process, which was vital for implementation. However, this early investment of time led to 
later efficiencies such as smooth running of the course made possible by the strong engagement of 
the three universities. This investment also led to course sustainability, with instructor commit-
ments to the course continuing amidst changes such as sabbatical absences. In addition, we can 
see that enrolment in the course grew from the first year to the second and third. The students 
experienced that the course functioned well and had added international value (MacEachen 
et al., 2019; Vinberg et al., 2020). As such, we will continue to offer the course. 
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