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Abstract: The University of Edinburgh is involved in a range of strategic partnerships, and noticed a lack of 

consistent, aligned evaluation practices. It proved a challenge to assess whether to enter into an agreement with a 

potential partner, or whether a strategic partnership indeed delivered its expectations, let alone to discuss this 

with their strategic partners. They invited five of their strategic partners to join hands to develop an evaluation 

framework, based on state-of-the-art literature leading to clear assessments of strategic partnerships. Leiden 

University’s CWTS and the University of Edinburgh's Science, Technology and Innovation Studies (STIS) were 

asked to contribute to the project given expertise in research governance and assessment, including collaboration 

and internationalization. We decided to co-create the framework with the international officers, which resulted in 

an evaluation framework. This looks unlike anything imagined, but it is changing the way in which evaluation 

thinking is integrated in practice. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

How to evaluate strategic partnerships? International officers of six universities asked this 

simple yet challenging question. Researchers collaborate across borders and continents. 

Students go on exchange and go study abroad. Nothing new so far. Yet formalised 

international strategic partnerships between universities are more recent. These more formal 

agreements between universities include both research and education and cover a range of 

departments. As they are expected to contribute to strategic goals and have great impact, the 

question of evaluation becomes prominent. However, it soon became clear that there is no 

precedent for the evaluation of strategic partnerships and that also the term of strategic 

partnership has different meanings. Given the lack of literature on the evaluation of 

internationalisation arrangements, the project team decided to develop a framework from 

scratch. It chose a co-creative approach to make sure that the framework was embedded in 

both theory and practice. Scholars from Leiden University and the University of Edinburgh 

guided staff in international offices of the six universities through the evaluation of a specific 

strategic partnership. The scholars then iteratively developed the framework, and adjusted it 

based on the feedback and responses of the international office staff. Only through mutual 



exploration of the practice of international strategic partnerships it became possible to find 

ways to mobilise existing insights from the evaluation literature and integrate this in a 

meaningful way. As such, the creation of an evaluation framework for strategic partnerships 

between universities was an experiment in co-creation, developing evaluation in practice with 

those using the framework. By working on the development of the framework from the start, 

via a case study approach, we made sure that the resulting framework fits existing practice 

and can more easily be integrated in ongoing partnership work. This has enhanced the 

capability for implementation and allowed project participants to communicate results and 

spread evaluative thinking.  

 

The co-creation approach we took in developing the evaluation framework fits with current 

calls for reforming evaluation culture (CoARA, 2022). First of all, we steered away from 

purely quantitative approaches. Although some universities had a good overview of 

investments on the one hand, and outputs in terms of publications and funding on the other 

hand, we agreed that good evaluation requires more than measuring what can be quantified. 

We started by introducing the evaluative cycle, showing how good evaluation practice is 

integrated throughout the life cycle of a partnership, and that a range of methods can be used 

to answer evaluative questions, developing mixed-method approaches (Better Evaluation 

2023). In line with this, we connected to current shifts in evaluation culture, moving away 

from accountability towards a formative role for evaluation (Molas-Gallart et al. 2021, Dinges 

et al. 2020). Moreover, we introduced evaluation with the partner, so the “prime goal of 

evaluation shifts from accountability to communication between partners – regarding goals 

and research design - and to mutual learning” (Spaapen 2015, Joly and Matt 2022). As such, 

the development of our framework contributes to novel approaches to evaluation policy that 

challenge current practices. In fact, our process approach can be viewed as an experiment, and 

we hope it can inspire the development of other types of frameworks and contribute to policy 

learning.  

 

In this paper, we will lay out the development process of the evaluation framework, step by 

step. Thereby it is important to note that we did not have a clear vision and outline of these 

steps at the start, but we developed them in interaction and through ongoing discussions with 

all partners involved (six universities), continuously adapting our approach when needed. At 

the beginning of the project, there was quite a big knowledge gap between the academics and 

international officers participating in the project. The international officers did not know 

much about evaluation, but the academics involved had no clear idea about the ways in which 

partnerships are built and managed, which is key when developing an evaluation framework 

for those partnerships. Therefore, it took some time to establish common ground and 

vocabularies, but we were able to increase mutual understanding and learning throughout the 

project, which was also crucial in designing the development process. Moreover, we 

established an international advisory board, with whom we discussed our approach, progress, 

and results.  

 

The paper follows the different development phases: we started with defining international 

strategic partnerships, surveying relevant literatures. This was complemented by a case study 

approach, which provided good insight into the implementation and evaluation of strategic 

partnerships. This led to the development of a framework presented in the EVALUATE 

handbook, launched during the 2022 annual conference of the International Association of 

Universities (IAU) in Dublin.1  

 
1 See: https://www.ed.ac.uk/global/stories/evaluate-launch which includes a link to the short and long version of 

the handbook.  

https://www.ed.ac.uk/global/stories/evaluate-launch


 

2. Defining international strategic partnerships 

 

While there is a wide body of knowledge on evaluation in general, there is not any work 

available on evaluation of international strategic partnerships in universities. Moreover, 

literature on all aspects of international strategic partnerships is scarce, as the term is not well 

defined and established in the literature. In fact, a broad and straightforward search query to 

find literature on “strategic partnerships” returns 449 articles, reviews, and book chapters, but 

many of these are not relevant for our purposes, or at least only indirectly so, such as the large 

literature on strategic partnerships between private firms and between nation states.  

 

Only 19 documents are classified into categories associated with higher education or Higher 

Education Institution (HEI) research management, but these 19 papers neither cite one another 

nor do they reference the same literature, reflecting that these papers have very different 

subject matter to one another. Only 11 papers appeared to concern activities related to Higher 

Education Institution-International Strategic Partnerships (HEI-ISPs), with seven focusing on 

describing and analysing particular partnerships between HEIs or between sets of HEIs in 

different regions and only four papers making contributions that have a general scope that can 

feed into the EVALUATE project (Kristensen & Karlsen, 2018; Woodfield, 2018; Arrowood 

& Hitch, 2016; Otieno & Otieno, 2016). 

 

As such, we continued the literature review by (i) examining the complexities involved in 

defining strategic partnerships and (ii) surveying the academic literature on strategic 

partnerships through more complex search techniques. Through this, we found a great 

diversity of different arrangements between HEIs that are currently labelled under the 

"strategic partnership" banner, including student mobility partnerships, international branch 

campuses, policy advocacy arrangements, and research arrangements. Furthermore, there is a 

plethora of different strategic objectives underlying the inception of different partnerships, 

such as enhancing market competiveness, addressing particular societal goals, and 

empowering students. This heterogeneity in both types of arrangement and their different 

strategic objectives represents a significant challenge in evaluating "strategic partnerships" 

under a common framework, but also for surveying the relevant evidence base that can inform 

such a framework.   

 

To this end, we systematically retrieved a large body of potentially relevant literature to feed 

into the development of the EVALUATE framework and mapped this via citation network 

analysis into prominent research topics (see figure 1). We follow this general overview with a 

more in-depth summary of literature on the main topics relevant for our work: (iii) 

internationalisation, (iv) mobility, and (v) sustainability. However, based on our literature 

review, we recommend that the term "strategic partnership", while possibly rhetorically 

useful, ought to be more carefully specified in evaluation; the specific activities of strategic 

partnerships and their particular strategic objectives ought to be the focus. 

 

Figure 1: Citation network of literature on activities associated with HEI-ISPs (n=6,175; 

m=41,243) Nodes are coloured by cluster membership as determined via the Leiden algorithm 

(Q=0.524 | 11 clusters). Nodes are sized by their in-degree – the total number of citations 

from other nodes in this network. Lin-log ForceAtlas 2 is the layout algorithm, which 

positions nodes close to other nodes to which they an edge, and into clusters of nodes that 

share a high density of cross citation. 

 



 
 

 

Developing a framework on the go: a case study approach 

 

As strategic international partnerships come in different shapes and forms, we had doubts 

from the start about the feasibility to develop a simple framework, with straightforward 

guidelines on data and a clear assessment as result. According to the definition developed by 

our partners, strategic partnerships include both research and education. However, it soon 

became clear that some of their strategic partnerships are research only. In addition, according 

to their definition, strategic partnerships are between universities, while we also heard about 

partnerships with a variety of partners, including local authorities. Also, a strategic 

partnership should be university wide. Yet several of the partnerships are focused on one or 

two topics or fields only. And regarding use and governance: we noticed that some 

universities wanted to use evaluation to gain insight into the partnership and develop 

recommendations for improvement, whereas in other universities the evaluation was going to 

be used to inform decisions. 

 

We heard a lot about the strategic importance of partnerships, little about its implementation 

and management, and even less about their evaluation. We realized that whatever framework 

we would develop, it would differ substantively from the expectations of a comprehensive 

evaluation tool. Instead, we felt we needed to address simple implementation and evaluation 

questions, and we wanted to ensure the framework could be used in different governance 

systems, and at any time in a partnership (before, during, towards the end). We therefore 

started to think of a framework consisting of a set of questions and were inspired by examples 

such as the Societal Readiness Thinking Tool and the Toolbox Policy Evaluation (in Dutch). 

https://thinkingtool.eu/#:~:text=The%20thinking%20tool%20offers%20practical,with%20societal%20needs%20and%20expectations.
https://www.toolboxbeleidsevaluaties.nl/


 

In order to develop a useful evaluation framework, we proposed to develop the framework on 

the go, based on case studies, inspired by the ACCELERATE project which developed a 

framework for impact. Each of the six partners chose an existing strategic partnership to 

evaluate. As a result, we collected a diverse portfolio of cases such as evaluations of a first 

partnership; a research collaboration focused on two topics and two universities; a research 

collaboration of one university with a variety of partners in a specific region; the portfolio of 

partners in one continent and university wide collaborations covering research, education as 

well as professional staff.  

 

We offered guidance throughout the case study and suggested to use a “logbook” and keep 

notes of any changes in the evaluation, new insights, eye-openers, questions, etc.  

We organised four meetings with each partner, planning to address different topics in every 

meeting. First, the history, rationale, and context of the partnership and the reason to evaluate, 

resulting in a clear evaluation question. Secondly, data collection, followed by the analysis of 

the data and the interpretation of the evidence collected, and the formulation of the assessment 

of the partnership. In practice the flow was iterative, and new topics arose every time. 

Composing the evaluation question was not easy at all and required many reformulations. The 

history and rationale of a partnership were addressed in subsequent meetings. The 

implementation of the partnership and the roles and responsibilities were brought up more 

than once. And when several partners wanted to reach out to researchers and students, we 

spent ample time talking about qualitative research methods such as interviews and surveys. 

 

According to their own account, our partners lost confidence when they first started working 

on their case. They grappled with the complexity of contextual factors and the variety of 

perspectives of students, researchers, administrators, and the partner university. However, 

after four online meetings, they regained confidence when we finally met in person for the 

very first time (i.e. COVID). They presented and discussed their evaluations, thought along 

with each other, and advised on next steps. Several mentioned that it was all about asking the 

right questions and they asked each other the right questions indeed. 

 

In the end, the framework we developed together is basically a series of questions, about the 

partnership and its evaluation. Most importantly we ask about the specific evaluation (What is 

the evaluation about? What is the central question?) (see figure 2). These questions are 

intended to guide the design of the evaluation, with a focus on the evaluation process. Once a 

useful and meaningful evaluation is contextualized, we also specifically asked about the 

context of the evaluation (Why evaluate? What is the goal?). Other questions concern the 

partnership and its context (What is the history? What are the targets?). They are intended to 

provoke thought on the history and goals of the partnership and its relationship with other 

policies. The focus is not on evaluation as such, but on information that can be relevant to an 

evaluation. When we presented the framework, our partners recognised the questions and 

accepted it as a useful framework, that provided both guidance and flexibility as not all 

questions are always relevant. 

 

Figure 2: The central evaluation question, excerpt from the handbook 

 

https://www.accelerate2020.eu/wp-content/uploads/D-1.5-Final-Assessment-Protocol.pdf


 
 

 

 

3. Conclusion and lessons learned 

 

The EVALUATE project has been a learning journey for all. The governance philosophy of 

the various universities, the partnership activities, the goals of the partnerships and the 

relation to university strategies differ between the partners and cases. The lack of consistent 

and aligned evaluation practices was confirmed throughout the project. Consequently, 

partners realised that a rigid framework with clear measures or benchmarks is not realistic or 

useful. Evaluation is best integrated from the start to the end of partnerships. If integrated 

well, evaluation is a cyclical activity returning in every phase of the partnership, underpinning 

decisions, and new actions.  

 

The project to co-create an evaluation framework was innovative in a number of ways. 

Firstly, the framework provides a solution for university staff working in the areas of 

partnership development and evaluation. This is an area of need, given recent and current 

prioritisation of international partnerships in both institutional, national and international 



strategies that concern university education and research. In addition, the co-creation with a 

project team consisting academic evaluation specialists and international officers was key. 

The combination of academic and professional inquiry enabled the project to apply robust 

academic methodologies and scrutiny alongside professional experience and expertise in the 

field. In addition, the project was complimentary to a wide range of other initiatives and can 

support the higher education sector to forge greater understanding of the impact of university 

partnerships. For example, the UK Research Excellence Framework (REF) highly values the 

impact of research. The impact of research often happens through partnerships – and this 

project provides a framework to understand the value of partnerships. 

 

Perhaps the most interesting chapter of the handbook is Lessons Learnt from the EVALUATE 

project, written by the international officers. While they initially struggled with the diverse 

perspectives, they now acknowledge the variety and suggest taking these into account and use 

participative methods. They provide recommendations on such diverse topics as data 

collection, the use of evaluation and the implementation of strategic partnerships. They 

question unrealistic expectations and bold claims, such as turning students into “global 

citizens” or using research to address “global challenges”. And they advise thinking about 

evaluation as an opportunity to build capacity and involve and inspire partners. They also 

charachterise their own process of change in respect to evaluation, from first awakening to 

building awareness to maturing appreciation (see figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: Example of lessons learned from the handbook: changing understanding of the use 

of evaluation in three phases. 

 

 

 
 

 



We hoped that talking about evaluation of strategic partnerships would lead to changes in the 

management and implementation of those partnerships. And indeed, when we met for the 

second time, we noticed how our partners were changing their practice. Several had discussed 

expectations and intentions with their partner universities, as well as within their own 

university. Something they hardly did before. Moreover, they wanted to reach out to other 

universities outside the consortium and use the experience, and the framework, for these 

partnerships as well.  
 

But we need to be realistic, about expectations of partnerships as well as the skills and time 

involved in evaluation. Evaluation questions can look deceptively easy, but are often hard to 

compose and answer. It requires multiple attempts and iterations over time to arrive at the 

right level of understanding. Some universities have a team with evaluation experts that 

support the development of institutional evaluation capacity and skills. Making time for 

evaluation, practising it regularly, is the best way to increase insight in the functioning of 

international strategic partnerships and their value. 

 

In general, many see partnerships as well, of strategic importance. They expect great 

contributions, however small the partnership is. And when it comes to the newest 

development of university alliances, expectations are even grander. Four universities involved 

in EVALUATE, including the universities where we are based, are part of Una Europa. The 

alliance believes a university is created by and for society and as such driven to be of 

relevance, impact, and high quality. It is a laboratory of the here and now, where creativity 

and experimentation unlock the hidden potentials of tomorrow. Who is against this creed? Not 

many, we guess. But what does it mean in practice? What is the evidence? How can this be 

assessed? Let’s talk about our partnership! 
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