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ABSTRACT

Intensified globalization is influencing most of 
our lives daily with positive and negative impacts. 
Education is not immune to it. Due to this reason, 
the internationalization of higher education has also 
become a global phenomenon. The UNESCO Chairs 
Program is one of the legitimate global initiatives 
to focus on the role of the higher education sector 
worldwide to enrich the institutions’ existing 
university programs and promote cultural diversity. 
This research studied the UNESCO Chairs Program 
partnership and examined how the strategies have 
achieved its goals. Qualitative research methods 
were used in this study. The public artifacts on the 
official websites of the UNESCO Chairs Program 
were studied and analyzed through qualitative 
content analysis (QCA) and critical discourse 
analysis (CDA). These two qualitative methods have 
aligned with the normative pressures under neo-
institutionalism and its coercive power as well as 
Said’s theory of post-colonialism. The aims were to 
explore the missions of the UNESCO Chairs Program 
implemented at the global and institutional levels. 
The results illustrated the complexity of the UNESCO 
Chairs Program through its shared expectations and 
contextualization as well as the layers of power 
being nested at the international and institutional 
levels.

LITERATURE REVIEW

International organizations have grown in influence 
in higher education since the early 1990s (Chabbott, 
2003; Zapp & Dahmen, 2017). The OECD and the 
WB adopt human capital theory in their approach, 
whereas the United Nations adopts a human rights 
approach (Leuze et al., 2008). The OECD considers 

higher education to be critical to developing 
strategies for generating and transferring knowledge 
for building a national innovation system and for 
economic growth (Gibbs, 2010). The WB believes 
that increasing the amount of investment in higher 
education will contribute to developing a knowledge 
economy, to greater privacy than public benefits, 
and to eradicating poverty (Psacharopoulos, 1994). 

UNESCO (2018) aims to meet global workforce needs 
through expanding higher education opportunities 
for disadvantaged groups and promoting policies 
that strengthen the research capabilities of higher 
education institutions. The latter aim (to strengthen 
research capabilities) is particularly interwoven 
with the goals of the UNESCO Chairs Program 
regarding achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) by cooperating with different sectors 
bringing innovation, knowledge, and ideas (UNESCO, 
2017a), as well as strengthening North–South-South 
(triangular) cooperation (UNESCO, 2017b).  

PROBLEM STATEMENTS

The significance of higher education has been 
strongly emphasized by the former United Nations 
Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon, who encouraged 
fostering global citizenship in order to shape a 
sustainable future with peace, mutual respect, 
and environmental care (Global Education First 
Initiative, 2014). From the updated post-2015 
sustainable development agenda, one of the 
proposed targets for inclusive, equitable, high-
quality education is to ensure the implementation of 
global citizenship education (GCE) by 2030 (United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Division for Sustainable Development, 2014). This 
target reveals the importance of universal GCE.
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From this perspective, the UNESCO Chairs Program 
is one of the key initiatives to create a platform for 
higher education institutions (HEIs) to work on the 
mandate of the United Nations for GCE. Therefore, 
it is important to study how the internationalization 
of HEIs is in line with the UNESCO Chairs Program’s 
statements to facilitate university students’ 
international consciousness, which is scarce in 
the research body. This area also resonates with 
UNESCO’s definition of GCE, with partnerships 
as one component. Its purpose is to empower 
individuals with international consciousness, 
multicultural understanding, awareness of global 
issues, acceptance of diversity, community 
engagement, perspective consciousness, problem-
solving skills, and interpersonal communication 
skills. These skills are critical to constructing an 
inclusive, just, and peaceful society with sustainable 
development (UNESCO, 2014). These elements are 
especially imperative in an inevitably globalized era.  

SIGNIFICANCE

This study aims to investigate possible ways to 
improve strategic university partnerships with 
international organizations, like the UNESCO Chairs 
Program, and to discover ways to improve the 
experiences of university students because of the 
partnerships. This study may shed light on a broader 
perspective to the participants about different 
structures of the UNESCO Chairs Program in higher 
education institutions. It may also provide different 
stakeholders a more holistic picture to compare the 
various contextual factors influencing the UNESCO 
Chairs Program in different contexts. The goal is 
to find ways to engage in a more just and inclusive 
partnership and to decolonize knowledge in higher 
education settings. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

This study was mainly framed by neo-institutional 
theory (Beckert, 2010; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; 
Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Ostrom, 1986; Powell, 
2007; Wiseman, Astiz & Baker, 2014) and post-
colonial theory (Nichols, 2010; Said, 2006). The 
neo-institutional theory explains the shared 
expectations of the UNESCO Chairs Program from 
the UNESCO guidelines and contextualization of 
each partnership within respective universities. 
Post-colonial theory mainly focuses on the agency of 
power to investigate the dynamics nested between 

the global (macro) and institutional (micro) levels of 
the partnerships. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Qualitative research methods were chiefly used, 
including qualitative content analysis (QCA) and 
critical discourse analysis (CDA). QCA was utilized for 
underlying discourse analysis and systematizing the 
findings, alongside CDA as a secondary function of 
critical-interpretive attitude (Schreier, 2012) to help 
the researcher look for certain patterns emerging 
from the data, including chosen languages, linguistic 
usage, and messages. Combining both methods 
assisted the researcher in striking the balance of 
subjectivity and objectivity during the data analysis 
processes. 

DATA SOURCE

These data sources were mainly derived from the 
public information on the official websites of the 
UNESCO Chairs Program. Please see the below table 
for details. 

Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

 Title of the Public Documents Directory: 
UNITWIN/UNESCO Chairs Program; tenth 
anniversary of the program

 Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0013/001325/132553m.pdf 

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020

Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

 Title of the Public Documents  
The UNITWIN/UNESCO Chairs Program: 
Guidelines and procedures.

 Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0026/002610/261018E.pdf 

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020
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Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

Title of the Public Documents UNESCO
moving forward the 2030 Agenda for 
sustainable development

Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0024/002477/247785e.pdf

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020

Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

Title of the Public Documents UNITWIN/
UNESCO Chairs Program: Brilliant minds for 
sustainable solutions - 25th anniversary

Source: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/
images/0025/002599/259967e.pdf 

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020

Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

Title of the Public Documents UNESCO in 
brief: Mission and mandate

Source: https://en.unesco.org/about-us/
introducing-unesco 

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020

Organization: United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization

Title of the Public Documents 
List of UNESCO Chairs

Source: https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/
files/list-unesco-chairs.pdf 

Last time to retrieve it: February 18, 2020

Table 1: Documents / Artifacts from public 
websites for data collection and analysis

FINDINGS 

The roles of HEIs partnering with UNESCO 
Chairs Program are to keep negotiating and 
balancing between the shared expectations of 
the prescribed requirements from UNESCO and 
the contextualization of implementing them at 
the institutional and individual levels without 
losing their specialties. While all HEIs embody the 
shared expectations, they also strive to preserve 
institutional features, according to the HEIs’ 
regional, societal, and cultural contexts, with their 
respective expertise shown in the themes of the 
UNESCO Chairs Program worldwide.

Shared Expectations of the UNESCO Chairs 
Program.

At the global (macro) level, the results reveal the 
shared expectation and contextualization of the 
UNESCO Chairs Program, in which influence is 
embedded throughout different levels through neo-
institutionalism. To connect it with the literature 
review, the rationalization and legitimation of certain 
institutionalized characteristics, which attributes to 
the growing convergence of educational policies and 
agendas, have been a driving force for the shared 
expectations and taken-for-granted ideas about 
education (Jakobi 2009; Wiseman, Pilton, and Lowe 
2010). It is also related to the normative pressure of 
this theory. Since the 1990s, UNESCO has expanded 
its scope of activities in higher education (Shahjahan, 
2016). From public documents, it is apparent that 
UNESCO has given standardized guidelines and 
mandates to all HEIs in the world. It resonates 
with the “standard-setting” of five mechanisms 
regarding how international organizations influence 
education (Leuze et al., 2008).

Distribution of UNESCO Chairs Program in 
Global North and Global South

After mapping the whole list of the UNESCO Chairs 
Program (as of December 2019), almost 70% of the 
HEIs with this affiliation are in the Global North, while 
only approximately 30% of them are from the Global 
South. It has not achieved one of the main aims of 
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forming a north-south partnership proportionately. 
Most importantly, the UNESCO Chairs Program has 
had significant political implications for each region 
over history. In order words, heavy influence from 
the Global North has still been embedded within 

the HEIs in this region, which has led to the ripple 
effects. The two graphs below have also illustrated 
the distribution of the UNESCO Chairs Program in 
various parts of the world. 

Figure 1a: Global Distribution of the UNESCO Chairs Program – by country (pie chart) 
(as of December 2019) Source: UNESCO, 2019

Red:  most numbers of institutions; Mild Green: 
medium numbers of institutions; Green: least numbers of institutions

Figure 1b: Global Distribution of the UNESCO Chairs Program – by country (map)
(as of December 2019) Source: UNESCO, 2019
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Mutual Benefits for UNESCO and Higher 
Education Institutions

At the institutional (meso) level, the findings of the 
qualitative data analysis show that the UNESCO 
Chairs Program’s partnership with the higher 
education sector has led to a major unexpected 
consequence, which is a more elite environment. 
It has assisted the participated HEIs to raise profile, 
ranking, prestige, and international visibility for the 
participating institutions. Joining the partnership 
with UNESCO Chairs Program also enables the 
affiliated institutions to participate in the wide 
network from the UNESCO. It allows faculty members 
to be invited to conduct research on similar interests 
and increase their visibility in academia. In return, 
UNESCO is able to utilize higher education’s wide 
network as a mechanism to expand their influence 
and widen their scope of internationalization 
strategies.

CONCLUSION 

The UNESCO Chairs Program cannot avoid its political 
weight, while it is under the great influence of the 
United Nations system composed of different nation 
states. Higher education sector should serve the 
role to mitigate the asymmetric dynamics between 
nations through the educational and research 
functions of UNESCO Chairs Program. To achieve 
equity in the UNESCO Chairs Program partnership at 
the global level, the first major step is to equalize the 
numbers of HEIs in the Global North and the Global 
South. More resources should be reallocated to HEIs 
in the Global South for forming this affiliation. This 
may lead to more students in the Global South being 
able to reach the international activities brought by 
this partnership. To achieve diversity and inclusion 
as well as to deconstruct current dynamics within 
the HEIs in the UNESCO Chairs Program, students 
from the Global South with fewer resources should 
be given priority to participate in the related 
activities. Though the 17 SDGs, being ingrained in 
the UNESCO Chairs Program, are supposed to be 
universal, implementation will not be inclusive until 
a more equal footing between the Global South 
and Global North is accomplished. This partnership 
should serve as a model mechanism to shift the 
paradigm in higher education, instead of widening 
inequality. 
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