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Abstract  

Although it has been suggested that the application of virtual mobility in higher education 

contributes to its efficiency and quality as well as internationalization, not many universities 

have taken noteworthy steps in this area. This project aims to explore the steps Norway’s oldest 

university, University of Oslo, has taken with regards to the adoption of virtual mobility. After 

offering an overview of the literature on virtual mobility and internationalization, the project 

examines three cases where virtual mobility has been adopted at UiO. Overall inferences from 

the current study suggest that adoption and implementation of virtual mobility at UiO seems to 

be undertaken in a bottom up order, growing from personal relationships. When the virtual 

mobility has a rather straightforward ICT dimension, the implementation may proceed without 

major issues. However, the continuation of projects may need further support from 

faculty/university. The findings of the study might be useful for universities to approach virtual 

mobility with a clearer perspective and vision. 
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1 Introduction 

In recent years, use of information communication technologies (ICTs) in higher education 

(HE) has opened a new chapter in higher education institutions’ (HEIs) approach towards 

education in terms of teaching and learning. The fact that a diverse range of massive open online 

courses (MOOCs) has been offered by different universities has ignited the debate around 

transformation of higher education. Whether such a transformation is likely or not, some studies 

show that the use of ICT in various areas of HE may improve quality and efficiency (Arkorful 

& Abaidoo, 2015; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2016).  

ICT can be applied in administrative, pedagogical or other areas of HE. It is believed that the 

educational activities in teaching and learning process appear to be facilitated by the widespread 

use of ICT for supportive tasks such as online reading sources, instant communication across 

borders, etc. Further integration of ICT in pedagogy has opened the door for closer cooperation 

between academics and students beyond borders. Some studies suggested that ICT facilitates 

the internationalization process, as well (Thune & Welle-Strand, 2005), which highlights the 

importance of virtual mobility. Op de Beeck and Van Petegem (2010) define virtual mobility 

as a set of ICT-supported activities, organized at the institutional level, that realize or facilitate 

international, collaborative experiences in a context of teaching and/or learning. It is argued by 

some scholars such as J. Knight (2012) that internationalization of those who cannot travel 

abroad for reasons such as financial barriers or family issues can be facilitated through virtual 

mobility. Thus, virtual mobility has the potential to be a relevant option for internationalization 

at home for this group of students and staff to earn some experiences that those who travel 

abroad gain.   

However, the adoption of virtual mobility has not received much attention in academic research 

and studies. After a review of the literature, it appears that there is a need for investigating and 

understanding virtual mobility dynamics in HE, so that universities can approach virtual 

mobility with a clearer perspective and vision. 

There are several examples of adoption of virtual mobility in HE. Among the recent cases, it is 

worth mentioning the Global Health Education program developed through the collaboration 

of three HEIs: The University of Bergen (the Centre for International Health Bergen), Queen 

Margaret University (Edinburgh), and KIT Royal Tropical Institute (Amsterdam) have been 
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cooperating since 2016 to provide their students with virtual mobility experience (“Virtual 

mobility,” 2018). Eight students from each institution are introduced and a total of 24 students 

signed up for the program. The overall evaluation of the virtual education is reported to be 

positive despite some administrative challenges. This is the first Norwegian university that 

specifically mentions virtual mobility in its program description. Another project called Global 

Classroom was initiated at Linnaeus University. The primary aim of this project was to create 

a framework to establish international networking and collaboration as a key element in all 

courses at undergraduate and master’s level at Linnaeus University (“Global Classroom - 

Virtual mobility at Linnaeus University,” 2019).  

University of Oslo (UiO) as a Flagship University in Norway has pursued a higher level of 

quality and internationalization during the past years. Cooperation with foreign distinguished 

universities as well as bringing internationalization on campus has been among the focus areas 

of the university’s strategy plans (University of Oslo, n.d.-c). However, virtual mobility as a 

way to promote internationalization has not attracted sufficient attention. Nevertheless, a few 

cases of virtual mobility have been implemented at the institution. This study aims to explore 

the adoption of virtual mobility and the role of elements playing in the adoption and 

implementation process. For this purpose, three programs that use virtual mobility in their 

curriculum are investigated. The data are collected through document analysis and semi-

structured interviews with informant individuals from the programs.    

1.1 Rationale and focus  

In Norway internationalization has been used as a strategic measure for raising quality in higher 

education, and institutions are recommended to integrate international aspects in all levels, from 

study programs to research and management (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017). At 

the same time the government’s stress on the use of ICT for improving quality of higher 

education (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017) creates expectations for institutions to 

take more strategic measures.  

University of Oslo as the Flagship University of Norway has taken many steps in response to 

the state policies. Promotion of internationalization and use of ICT as a “future-oriented 

infrastructure” was among the main parts of UiO’s top objectives on strategy plan (University 

of Oslo, n.d.-c). It appears that UiO’s clear stand on both cases of internationalization and 
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utilization of ICT has resulted in practical measures taken in the faculty and department levels. 

However, in the literature review, no investigation probing the relationship between ICT and 

internationalization could be found. Therefore, this project investigates the deployment of 

virtual mobility as a set of ICT activities at UiO in pursuit of internationalization.  

This research project evolves around the question: How is virtual mobility adopted and 

implemented at UiO? The study will investigate relevance of six propositions based on the 

diffusion of innovations (DoI) theory by Rogers (2003). This study will contribute to the gap 

in the literature, playing a part in better understanding of dynamics in internationalizing the HE 

by engaging in virtual mobility.  

1.2 Thesis outline 

The project will be presented in six chapters. A summary of literature review with focus on 

virtual mobility and internationalization will be discussed in chapter two. The conceptual 

framework in chapter three will review some aspects of DoI theory and its relevance to virtual 

mobility. The research strategy and design, data collection process and criteria for research 

quality will be discussed in detail in chapter four. The study findings and their discussion and 

conclusion will follow in chapters five and six, respectively.   
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2 Literature review  

Virtual mobility is a recent phenomenon and is still in an initial developmental stage and 

research on it is continuously growing. There are only a handful of research studies on virtual 

mobility and its role in HE; however, virtual mobility is mostly mentioned in a number of 

studies on internationalization, either under the term virtual mobility or similar terminologies 

(Gornitzka, Gulbrandsen, & Langfeldt, 2008; J. Knight, 2012). Scholars view virtual mobility 

as a strategy for internationalization, specifically internationalization at home. Therefore, in 

order to explain the relevance and importance of virtual mobility and its adoption at HEIs, one 

has to step back and start with the process of internationalization. The first part of the literature 

review focuses on studies that examine why a higher education institution (HEI) adopts virtual 

mobility. The importance of internationalization and intercultural competences and virtual 

mobility’s role in their achievement will be discussed. The second part will cover recent 

research on virtual mobility, its features, categories and contributions to educational activities. 

2.1 The rationale for virtual mobility 

2.1.1 Internationalization and student mobility 

According to J. Knight (2012), internationalization strategies, programs, and policies have been 

introduced over the years in response to the process of globalization. Most recently, 

internationalization has attracted attention in higher education, with focus on themes such as 

social and curricular relevance, institutional quality and prestige, national competitiveness, and 

innovation potential (Rumbley, Altbach, & Reisberg, 2012). Internationalization in higher 

education has changed over the years -- in fact, some scholars have even distinguished between 

old and new internationalization.   

The process of old internationalization was bottom-up; international students, teachers, and 

academic staff mobility was handled in the program/department level and was based on 

individual preferences. There was not an organized, systematic and routine procedure to handle 

the process (Gornitzka et al., 2008). However, studies done by scholars such as Rumbley et al 

(2012) and Gornitzka et al (2008) show that the new internationalization process has developed 

to take a top-down, routinized and a systematic approach. Promotion of internationalization 

moved higher on the national policy agendas with special focus on activities like research and 
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innovation (R&D) collaboration and student mobility. Centers/offices of internationalization at 

both institutional and national levels have been founded to pursue organized mobility programs, 

institutional partnerships, and national/supranational programs and various actors are created 

in this regard. According to these researchers, mobility is no longer merely a “micro-level 

decision” or personal preference (Gornitzka et al., 2008, p. 174); governments and agencies at 

the national level, as well as leadership and administration at the institutional level as the new 

actors, have created systematic procedures for mobility in higher education. Internationalization 

is now beyond institutional or national level.  

As Rumbley et al., (2012) explain, news about internationalization is spread instantly and 

moves worldwide almost immediately. Information and communication technologies (ICT) can 

be named among the factors that promote the process of internationalization and spread around 

information rapidly. Developments and innovations in digital communications as well as 

reductions in international travel costs have contributed to the growth of collaborative articles 

(Ibid). The rate of co-authorship among authors from different corners of the world has taken 

an increasingly escalating trend. Internationalization per se has been among the main topics of 

international, cooperative research in higher education.  

Even though many studies have covered this topic over the years, the efforts to define and 

conceptualize internationalization have not ended and various definitions are offered by 

different authors. Scholars like J. Knight emphasizes that the definition needs to be neutral and 

context-free. It should be generalizable to any country, culture and educational system. J. 

Knight, (2004, p. 11) defines it as “the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or 

global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education.” She 

justifies the choice of each word, making the definition applicable to any context of culture and 

education.  

As a context-free process, internationalization is emphasized in three areas: “student mobility, 

cross-border education activities, and network building and collaboration” (Rumbley et al., 

2012, p. 21).  According to Rumbley et al, student mobility is among the most obvious and 

important aspects of internationalization. Although international movement of students is not a 

new phenomenon, the scale of mobility has dramatically increased. According to the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) the total number of 

international students surpassed 4 million in 2010 (OECD, 2016).  
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The rise in the number of international students does not imply that students’ physical mobility 

is an easy task and accessible to all students, however. Financial restrictions, family issues, and 

other sorts of limitations often prohibit students from travelling to another country to obtain 

desired education. Therefore, universities were obliged to extend their strategies to create an 

international campus milieu so that domestic students can attain the same experiences that those 

who travel abroad achieve (in other words, to internationalize universities ‘at home’). These 

strategies can comprise activities such as integration of foreign students, academics and staff 

into campus life and adding international themes to curriculum and study programs (J. Knight, 

2012). Knight concludes universities have the responsibility and challenge to enrich domestic 

students experiences through “campus-based and virtual activities” which is a part of 

internationalization at home (Ibid, p. 10). 

2.1.2 Internationalization at home and student mobility  

The concept of Internationalization at Home (IaH) emerged in a 2001 position paper published 

by the European Association of International Educators (Crowther et al., 2000) in response to 

the restrictions of student mobility. Limitations such as budgetary, family or physical ones 

prevent students from travelling abroad and studying in a host country. Therefore, the main idea 

of IaH is to give the non-mobile majority of students a better understanding of the global 

challenges, prepare them to better cope with in a globalized world and help them acquire the 

same competences that those who physically travel abroad gain (Ibid). Internationalization at 

home entails campus-based strategies to integrate intercultural and international dimensions in 

the instruction, research and other activities of the domestic groups. It also seeks to facilitate 

and naturalize foreign students and scholars’ integration into campus life (J. Knight, 2012). 

Some institutions’ strategy to promote domestic students’ intercultural competencies is to 

attract international students and integrate them into the daily campus life. Some others exploit 

the experiences of domestic students who had studied abroad and supposedly gained such 

competencies (Deardorff & Jones, 2012).  

Among many strategies to develop these capabilities in higher education, use of ICT 

innovations is strongly advised to incorporate different perspectives beyond borders. Scholars 

like Edwards and Teekens, (2012) examine leveraging technology and the international 

classroom for cross-cultural learning. They explain that preparing students who seek knowledge 

across borders as well as those who stay ‘at home’ to live in a globalized world calls for 
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innovation in higher education; therefore, during the process of internationalization as “an 

important agent of change”, use of ICT developments is inevitable (Ibid, p. 15). Likewise Bruhn 

(2017) underlines that the link between internationalization and the digital is already a reality 

in higher education and many HEIs use ICT to fit in the concept of internationalization on 

campus, ‘at home’.  The author conceptualizes “virtual internationalization” and names virtual 

mobility among many concepts that promote higher education internationalization. Via 

innovations in higher education, virtual forms of internationalization contribute to adding more 

international and intercultural dimensions to on-campus education (Ibid). 

2.2 Virtual mobility 

Information and communication technologies go beyond geographical obstacles, accelerate 

communication and therefore play a significant role in today’s knowledge society (Poulova, 

Černa, & Svobodova, 2009). Bunt-Kokhuis (1996, 2001) quoted by Dauksiene (2013) defined 

virtual mobility as a mere cooperative communication between two colleagues using a 

computer, crossing time and national borders. The problem is that the focus of this and similar 

approaches is not education and related elements (e.g. teaching and learning). Over the years, 

actors like the European Commission who offered virtual mobility in the form of some 

(European) projects added more aspects and details to the framework and increased its 

relevance to HE. Pedagogical purposes, the presence of students and teachers, teaching and 

learning, courses, higher education institutions, knowledge transfer, ICTs, etc. are among the 

elements that have contributed to offering a definition of virtual mobility in higher education.  

One definition offered is “virtual mobility is a form of learning which consists of virtual 

components through an ICT supported learning environment that includes cross-border 

collaboration with people from different backgrounds and cultures working and studying 

together, having, as its main purpose, the enhancement of intercultural understanding and the 

exchange of knowledge” (Bijnens, Boussemaere, Rajagopal, Op de Beeck, & Van Petegem, 

2006, p. 5). Bijnens et al refer to virtual mobility as a mode of teaching and learning supported 

by ICT, which implies virtual mobility is perceived as a practical mode of education. The 

element of collaboration beyond borders gives it a sense of internationality, and similarly 

defining intercultural competences as a main purpose of virtual mobility adoption refers to 

internationalization backdrop.  
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Later on, Op de Beeck and Van Petegem present a more concise version and suggest, “virtual 

mobility stands for the set of ICT-supported activities, organized at the institutional level, that 

realize or facilitate international, collaborative experiences in a context of teaching and/or 

learning” (2010, p.2). The latter suggests activities over a form of learning so that the term 

covers administrative and other required types of cooperation. As the authors outline, the notion 

‘organized at institutional level’ is used to highlight that the relative activities are “not an ad 

hoc initiative … but fully embedded in mainstream and core processes of the institution”, in 

other words, virtual mobility becomes integrated into the curriculum and becomes a part of the 

institution’s strategy in promoting education.   

Moreover, intercultural competences along with the accumulation of knowledge which can be 

obtained through systematic interaction between individuals from different cultural 

backgrounds, are emphasized in almost all studies.  

For the purpose of this thesis, it seems reasonable to take all covered elements into consideration 

in conceptualizing virtual mobility; however, not all institutions develop a sustainable use of 

virtual mobility, so alongside recurrent virtual mobility courses/programs/modules, the 

activities that were undertaken only one time will be covered in this project as well. In this 

thesis, the definition by Op de Beeck and Van Petegem is employed. The reason is that Op de 

Beeck and Van Petegem stress the international collaboration (for the purpose of 

internationalization), the educational context (teaching and learning with students and teachers’ 

engagement) and the role of the institution in its application. Therefore, virtual mobility, an 

innovation in instruction, stands for the set of ICT-supported activities, embedded at the 

institutional level, that realize or facilitate international, collaborative experiences in the context 

of teaching and learning. 

2.2.1 Towards a conceptual framework for virtual mobility in HE 

The next step in approaching virtual mobility is to identify its components, activities and 

categories. The main component of virtual mobility is Internet and use of ICT. Since technology 

progress is happening on a daily basis, virtual mobility activities have to keep up with the latest 

technological developments. So, categorization of virtual mobility activities based on the 

technologies and tools used will be faulty and unreliable as the evolution of technology and 

innovation outdates such categorization. Moreover, there is a chance of modification of virtual 

mobility activities by the adopter institution. Some activities require adjustments to fit the 
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institution’s objectives. Poulova et al., (2009) note that there is not a fixed set of categories that 

all actors, particularly the policy makers, agree upon. Virtual mobility activities have been 

categorized based on different categorizations, for example the degree of virtualization (fully 

virtual, partially, and blended), learning methods (teacher-centered, student-centered), 

circumstances the virtual mobility takes places in (virtual mobility for student exchange, for 

student placement, for study programs) (Dauksiene, 2013; Poulova et al., 2009). Op de Beeck 

& Van Petegem, (2010) divide virtual mobility activities into three categories; virtual mobility 

related to international student or staff exchange, virtual mobility related to the international 

internship, and virtual mobility activities related to international curriculum. Although virtual 

mobility’s role in the international internship can be as important as its role in other two 

categories, it is not covered in this thesis. A summary of the categorization is presented in Figure 

1. 

 

Figure 1: Categorization of virtual mobility activities by Op de Beeck & Van Petegem (2010) 

Virtual mobility has been conducted at different levels of institutional, national, and 

international. Some virtual collaborative projects are initiated at the micro level of individual 

teachers/departments. Thoroddsen (2002) gives a report of a joint course offered virtually and 

shared by four universities. The joint course “Informatics in Nursing and Health Care” was held 

in 2000 and students from four countries of US, Iceland, Norway and Sweden took the course 

(Ibid). This course is an example of a joint virtual mobility initiated at the individual level. Two 

professors’ primary plan for an educational collaboration led to launching a virtual mobility 

among four institutions. Actors at the international or supranational level have had a more 

systematic approach to virtual mobility. For instance, the Erasmus+ Virtual Project, launched 

Virtual mobility related 
to international 

student/staff exchanges

Blended: to 
facilitate physical 

exchange

Virtual: to realise 
an international 

exchange

Virtual mobility related 
to an internationalised 

curriculum

Blended: a part of 
a course (task, 

project, seminar...)

Fully Virtual: a 
complete course 

Virtual mobility related 
to international 

internships

Blended: to 
facilitate physical 

internships 

Virtual: to realise 
physical 

internships
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in 2018, is intended to complement traditional, physical mobility program (“Erasmus+ goes 

virtual,” 2018). The fact that the program covers the 33 Erasmus+ program countries and the 

Southern Mediterranean region represents the high level of organized cooperation and planning.   

The following categorization is borrowed from Dauksiene (2013) (Table 1). This is a summary 

of the variety of categorizations out there, some of which have been presented elaborately. The 

depiction of such categorization can show that there is not one particular way to approach 

virtual mobility activities. 

Table 1: Categorization of virtual mobility activities by different researchers (Source: Dauksiene, 2013) 

Virtual mobility activities 

Activities’ circumstances 
Virtualization degree of 

activities  

Technologies used for 

activities  
Virtual mobility for 

placement, studies, shorter 

academic activities 

Totally virtual, dual, partially 

virtual, mixed 

Information search, 

browsing, communication:  

 

a. synchronic,  

b. asynchronic 
Virtual study program, 

course or seminar, student 

placement, support activities 

for physical exchange 

A remote virtual activity in a 

traditional university, remote 

face to face activity in a 

virtual university, remote 

virtual activity in a virtual 

university, a face to face 

educational activity provided 

by a remote university for 

traditional university 

Related to international 

curriculum, international 

internships, international 

student or staff exchange 

 

The above review summarized key research on the background of virtual mobility and its 

relevance for discussions on internationalization. Given the progressive nature of technological 

developments and the dominance of traditional mode of instruction, virtual mobility is still 

considered an innovation in the HE system and its adoption varies from institution to institution. 

In order to get a grip of the virtual mobility adoption process, all the elements that play a role 

in this regard need to be examined. For this purpose, the Diffusion of Innovation theory will be 

used. More details will be presented in the next chapter. 

In this thesis, virtual mobility activities comprise (joint) fully/partially virtual 

modules/courses/programs with other HEI(s). In other words, virtual mobility activities include 

programs/courses/modules that are offered online, undertaken by teacher(s)/students from UiO 
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and other foreign universities simultaneously. These activities can be recurrent or single project 

with teacher(s)/(students) from the hosting university. The relative curriculum can be joint or 

planned by one university. Lectures, seminars, group projects, exams, or any other part of 

programs/courses/modules can be conducted with full or partial virtuality. The reason behind 

this conceptualization is that virtual mobility is a novelty; therefore, it is attempted to include 

elements as broad as possible. 
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3 Conceptual Framework 

3.1 Diffusion of Innovations 

Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovation theory is chosen for the purpose of this project for two 

reasons. First this project intends to examine diffusion of virtual mobility in UiO at the 

department level. This unit of study matches Rogers’ definition of social system which is “a set 

of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem solving to accomplish a common goal” 

(Rogers, 2003, p. 37) (see 3.1.4). Secondly, as the majority of literature outlined, virtual 

mobility is considered an ICT-oriented mode of instruction and as Lyytinen & Damsgaard state, 

DoI is a “popular account to explain…IT innovation adoptions” (2001, p. 2). However, virtual 

mobility might not be regarded as a technological innovation in all of HEIs which is still in line 

with Rogers’ approach to innovation. He refers to innovation as any idea or object or practice, 

regardless of the nature, that is new to a potential adopter. Therefore, novelty of virtual mobility 

to UiO explains its conceptualization as an innovation which is well approached by Rogers 

theory.   

A review of the literature showed that the concept of virtual mobility has not gained a globally 

independent attention and discussion. It has been overshadowed by the internationalization 

debate (Bruhn, 2017; J. Knight, 2012; Thoroddsen, 2002); hence, there can be found various 

types of accounts on the concept. The concept of virtual mobility has not been given a clear-cut 

academic definition with a universal consensus and remains ambiguous. In fact, the number of 

systematic studies on virtual mobility is so limited that HE institutions’ approach towards 

virtual mobility adoption is skeptical or as Sahin puts it, “uncertain” (2006, p. 1). Virtual 

mobility’s novelty requires HEIs to tackle new challenges. As a matter of fact, virtual mobility’s 

newness to institutions is the reason it is conceptualized as an innovation in this study. Over 

recent years, there has been an emphasis on modernization of HEIs, as a response to diverse 

demands from society (Maassen, 2008). Promotion of innovation and innovativeness is 

mentioned among the policy issues that universities seek to realize and as a result, among other 

things, universities’ organization of its primary processes (teaching, research and services) has 

been altered (Ibid). Focus on innovations implies that universities need to act as innovative 

organizations and focus on the innovation of educational functions as well.  
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Adoption of innovation in HEIs calls for changes in different dimensions and levels. Lueddeke 

(1999) argues that the introduction of any reform, change or innovation in HE is a complicated 

process and needs a practical framework in order to achieve a successful transformation. The 

author reasons that few factors, inputs or outcomes are predictable in HE; therefore, any 

approach to change needs to be open and creative rather than mechanistic and rigid. Lueddeke 

discusses seven elements that must be taken into account in conceptualizing a change model in 

a higher education system. The author names a number of change models and refers to diffusion 

of innovations as an approach to manage change in a social system. Department level which is 

the unit of this study is considered as a social system.  

 

Figure 2: Seven elements for a generic framework/model for change by Lueddeke (1999) 

In order to establish relevance of DoI and its aspects to HE, the theory is examined against 

Lueddeke’s seven elements which are presented in Figure 2. Though some aspects such as 

trialability and compatibility of innovation are in accordance with Lueddeke’s criteria, there is 

a need to make allowances for additional aspects. For instance, the context of teaching/learning 

environments is not included in DoI theory and therefore, DoI does not ensure credibility to the 

academic mainstream (academic members are not target adopters in Rogers’ work) (Lueddeke, 

1999, pp. 11–13). In other words, Rogers’ theory needs to be adapted so as to comply with the 

higher education context. The aspects that need alteration will be discussed in details later.   

Rogers’ theory has gained popularity among researchers and scholars in various arenas. As 

Sahin states, scholars regard DoI theory as “a widely used theoretical framework in the area of 

technology diffusion and adoption” (2006, p. 1) in several disciplines such as political science, 
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public health, communications, history, economics, technology, and education. Nevertheless, 

the theory has been subject to a number of critical reviews (Kardasz, 2013; Lundblad, 2003; 

Lyytinen & Damsgaard, 2001; Salmon, 2005), which will be covered throughout this section. 

The study framework will be presented accordingly. 

3.2 Elements of DoI Theory 

Rogers (2003) defines diffusion as “the process in which an innovation is communicated 

through certain channels over time among the members of a social system” (p. 5). In this 

definition, Rogers includes four key elements of the diffusion of innovations: innovation, 

communication channels, time, and social system. Each element will now be discussed in a 

higher education context. 

3.2.1 Innovation 

As discussed before, Rogers’s definition of innovation as “an idea, practice or object that is 

perceived new by an individual or other unit of adoption” (p. 12) is compatible with the purpose 

of this thesis. Each element covers a range of components that contribute to adoption or 

rejection of an innovation. The author attributes five features to innovations: Relative 

advantage, Compatibility, Complexity, Trialability, and Observability. 

• Relative advantage: the degree to which an innovation is supposed better than what it 

replaces. Virtual mobility is considered as a mode of instruction that can replace or 

complement the traditional mode of instruction. Among the factors that according to 

Rogers determine the level of relative advantage, economic advantages do not seem 

applicable to HE at first sight because of the initial costs of ICTs as well as infrastructure 

and support systems. Adoption of virtual mobility might not result directly in economic 

and financial revenues, but the intangible outcomes are said to add to HE performance 

and quality. The same applies to status aspects, meaning that added status might not 

come directly and necessarily from adoption of virtual mobility, but rather access to 

high prestige institutions and scholars through virtual mobility would add to a 

university’s reputation and regional/global status. Overall, financial benefits, status 

aspects and convenience (connection to cross border teachers and students without 
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undergoing the ups and downs of physical mobility) can potentially be relative 

advantages of virtual mobility. 

• Compatibility: the degree to which an innovation is consistent with existing 

(sociocultural) values/beliefs, past experiences and the needs of potential adopters. 

Studies like those by Groves & Zemel (2000), Rufin, Belanger, Molina, Carter, & 

Figueroa (2014), and Skinner & Staiger (2015) underline the importance of 

compatibility of innovations with factors such as discipline objectives, social system 

(culture, norms, values, etc.) and potential adopters’ experiences. As Lueddeke (1999) 

puts it, the adoption of innovation in HE is a complicated process and with academic 

culture and beliefs it gets more complicated -- some academic staff might find the 

innovation in contrast with their norms (e.g. use of traditional mode of knowledge 

transition).  

Adoption of virtual mobility requires a change of behavior among the academic staff, 

and resistance to change is the most at department level in universities. According to 

Rogers, the norms and values of the social system might be subject to change in order 

to be compatible with the innovation. This implies a change of behavior, beliefs and 

cultures at department level in order to facilitate adoption of virtual mobility. However, 

P.T. Knight & Trowler stress that imposing change of “recurrent practices, values, 

attitudes and taken-for-granted knowledge” is “impractical”, “counter-productive” and 

a violation of “academic freedom” (2000, p. 77).   

• Complexity: the degree to which an innovation is considered difficult to use and 

understand.  Some innovations necessitate the acquisition of new skills and knowledge 

in order to be adopted by potential users. This means professors and academic staff need 

to participate in behavior change activities and construct new knowledge of virtual 

mobility use. Shea, Pickett, and Li (2005) argue that managing complexity is one of the 

greatest challenges of diffusing innovations. Adoption of virtual mobility requires both 

“technical and human resource support” (Ibid, p. 5).   

• Trialability: the degree to which the innovation can be tested prior to full 

implementation. According to Rogers an innovation might be adopted in an incremental 

manner, on the instalment plan. In a HE context, to scholars like Salmon, “an 

incremental approach involves cautiously enhancing existing practice through 
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introducing well-rehearsed and easy-to-use learning technologies” (2005, p. 208). This 

means adoption of virtual mobility in a department or study program entails activities 

like training sessions, technical support system, etc. 

• Observability: the degree to which the results are visible to others. The visibility of 

results lowers uncertainty and facilitates communication of innovation to other people. 

(Shea et al., 2005) underline the role of demonstration activities that can help potential 

adopters through this stage. 

In the HE field, studies on DoI confirm the direct impact of innovation attributes on the adoption 

process. For instance, in addition to compatibility, Groves & Zemel (2000) also refer to 

complexity and trialability of innovations. Their findings show that a higher level of trialability 

and lower complexity were among the respondents’ criteria for successful innovation adoption.   

The elements that will be examined in studying virtual mobility’s five attributes are presented 

in Figure 3 (see next page). 
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Figure 3: Elements of Virtual mobility's five attributes 

 

Virtual mobility will be examined based on these five attributes. However, although universities 

are responsible for the most changes in human society, they have shown to be resilient to 

innovation and change (Clark, 1983). Therefore, there is a need to be aware of other elements 

that may help or hinder the adoption process.  

3.2.2 Communication 

Rogers defines communication as “a process in which participants create and share information 

with one another in order to reach a mutual understanding” (2003, p. 5). In the communication 

process, there is an innovation, a unit of adoption who has adopted the innovation and has 

related information, a communication channel which is usually mass media or interpersonal 

channel and potential adopters who have not yet adopted the innovation (Ibid). To Rogers, an 

•economic advantages: ex. no costs for physical mobility, attraction of more 
students 

•social advantages: status aspects, reputation

•quality: quality of teaching and learning (what are the criteria?)

Relative advantages

•with department/study program needs: expectations from study outcomes

•with the department/study program values and beliefs: discipline objectives

•with past experiences: professors/administrative staff experiences with ICT, 
cooperation with foreign universities 

Compatibility

•use of ICT and other technical facilities 

•presence of technical support

Complexity

•Trial sessions with technical facilities

•trial period to use VM

•Training sessions to increase fluency in use of ICT and other technical 
facilities 

Trialability

•presentation of successful VM adoption by other entities

•demonstration activities 

Observability



18 

 

effective communication between the two parts who have similar beliefs, status and education 

(homogeneous actors) raises the rate of adoption (Ibid). Wejnert (2002) highlights the role of 

interpersonal communication channels and points out that “information obtained from close 

peers located in social and organizational networks has more weight than information obtained 

from objective sources, such as from the media or from scientific evaluations of an innovation” 

(p. 304). 

Nevertheless, scholars such as Lyytinen and Damsgaard indicate that their empirical studies do 

not support Rogers’ stress on communication channels. Their findings show that having full 

information about an innovation does not necessarily lead to adoption of that innovation due to 

other factors such as “scarce resources, power structures or the lack of skills and competence” 

(2001, p. 181). The authors argue that adoption of innovation “was pushed by powerful actors” 

through a top-down command. Paying attention to top-down vs bottom heaviness at the 

department level can enlighten some factors that help virtual mobility adoption. Either the 

“interrelated units are engaged in joint problem solving” (Rogers, 2003, p. 23) and the decision 

to adopt virtual mobility is a result of communication and negotiation among all actors at the 

department level or a “top-down authority innovation directives” (Samarawickrema & Stacey, 

2007) imposes the virtual mobility adoption.  

The elements of communication, communication channels, and actors/social system members 

will be studied through probing the factors presented in Figure 4. The possible figures of 

opinion leaders will be detected among the academic staff, administrative staff and leadership 

in a department. Opinion leaders can be anyone in the department with or without formal power 

who practices a positive influence in adoption of virtual mobility. 
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Figure 4: Elements of communication in adoption of virtual mobility 

3.2.3 Time 

Rogers (2003) argues that the time dimension needs to be included in diffusion research. 

However, Salmon, among other scholars, argues that “the linear process views appeared too 

simple” (2005, p. 211) in higher education context. Likewise, Lyytinen & Damsgaard claim 

that innovation will not necessarily diffuse “in sequential stages” (2001, p. 184). The time 

dimension is involved in innovation-decision process, adopters’ categorization, and 

innovations’ rate of adoption in a system (Rogers, 2003). Since this project investigates the 

cases that have adopted virtual mobility, not all the DoI parts are applicable here. From a 

decision-making process, this study will focus on the initial stages (knowledge, persuasion, and 

decision). From adopters’ categories, only the innovators group will be studied and there will 

not be a place for rate of adoption.  The first two parts will now be discussed in more details. 

Innovation-decision process 

The innovation-decision process covers the timespan from when the individual gains 

knowledge of innovation until an attitude toward innovation is formed (Rogers, 2003) and the 

innovation is either rejected or incorporated into ongoing practice. This process occurs in five 

steps: knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation and confirmation. According to 

Lyytinen and Damsgaard (2001), the timespan might vary at each stage and some might take 

years.  

•Formal/informal meetings among and between actors

Communication

•Academic staff

•Administrative staff

•leadership

•Change agents (internal: from the same study program/department or 
external: from other study programs/departments/university)

Actors/members of social system

•formal meetings among and between actors

•informal conversations among and between actors

•Internet 

Channels of communication
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Knowledge: Rogers introduces three types of knowledge: awareness-knowledge (the 

knowledge of the innovation’s existence), how-to-knowledge (information about how to use an 

innovation correctly), and principles-knowledge (functioning principles describing how and 

why an innovation works). In HE, knowledge is given two metaphors: acquisition metaphor 

and participation metaphor (Sfard, 1998). The recent approach to knowledge in a HE context 

moves away from learning as “accumulating private possessions” (Ibid, p.6) (acquisition 

model) towards learning through “participation in various cultural practices and shared learning 

activities” (Paavola, Lipponen, & Hakkarainen, 2004), (participation model).  

Rogers’ awareness-knowledge seems in proportion to acquisition model of knowledge. Actors 

learn about virtual mobility from various sources (change agent, internet, peers, etc.) and start 

to move toward how-to-knowledge. At this stage, the participation model of knowledge shows 

how knowledge about virtual mobility is achieved: through demonstration of virtual mobility 

or introduction sessions, etc. offered by change agents, technical support staff etc. in other 

words through “shared learning activities”.  Before making the final decision, Rogers affirms 

that individuals investigate the principles-knowledge (how virtual mobility works). He argues 

that principles-knowledge has a positive influence on the actors’ decision process.  

Persuasion: (formation of an attitude towards innovation). To Rogers, the persuasion stage is 

more affective- (or feeling-) centered and the potential adopter becomes more psychologically 

and sensitively involved with the innovation. According to Shea et al., (2005), potential 

adopters start considering the innovation attributes in the persuasion stage. Their findings 

indicate that recurrent technical support activities play a crucial role in assisting potential 

adopters in this stage. Several scholars assert that peer recommendations and subjective 

opinions from trusted friends and colleagues (homophily (Rogers, 2003)) have a positive 

influence on individuals at this stage (Shea et al., 2005; Sherry, 1997).   

This study will probe actors’ personal engagement in information seeking about virtual 

mobility, their first impression after learning about virtual mobility, formation of positive 

attitude towards virtual mobility, and their evaluation of advantages and disadvantages of 

virtual mobility.  

Decision: the individuals reach the final decision on adoption or rejection of innovation. 

According to Rogers, either decision may be subject to change in the future. This project 

investigates only the adoption decision. Decision-making at a department may be due to a 
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formal communication/meeting among the members through negotiations and discussions or 

an informal conversation/meeting. Department actors may try out virtual mobility on a 

probationary basis or adopt virtual mobility in gradual and sequential steps. The actors might 

put their trust in their peers’ experiences, those who have adopted virtual mobility before. In 

addition, offering a demonstration of activities along with incentives may help reduce the level 

of uncertainty among department members.  

Implementation: At this stage innovation is put into practice. The main barrier at the 

implementation stage is uncertainty of the consequences and once again presence of technical 

assistance, according to Rogers, can reduce the degree of uncertainty. Innovations are more 

likely to be “re-invented” at this stage, i.e. they may be changed or modified to be more 

compatible with the potential adopters’ needs and expectations. The author confers that the 

reinvention helps the rapid adoption and institutionalization of an innovation.  

Confirmation: At this stage continuing or discontinuing of a former decision happens. The 

findings of Shea et al., (2005) studies emphasize the importance of technical support at the 

confirmation stage.  

The main question here will be if the decision process was a top-down command or a result of 

negotiations. The first option does not leave any discussion of the decision process at the 

department level. However, if the institutional level left the power in the hands of actors in 

department, then this calls for study of the innovation-process decision and its associated stages. 

Rogers argues that the order of the knowledge-persuasion-decision stages can be knowledge-

decision-persuasion in some cases. This seems compatible with a HE context and in line with 

bottom-up/top-down authority discussions. Whitley (2008) points to the diversity of national 

academic systems in Europe and refers to bottom heaviness of universities as one of the 

hindrances to standardization of European HE. In the University of Oslo strategy plan, faculties 

are given the authority to take initiatives regarding internationalization and cooperation with 

foreign universities (University of Oslo, n.d.-c). Thus, the authority system seems bottom-up 

since faculty level and department level authorities are “closely interlocked” (Clark, 1983, p. 

109). 

A summary of the elements that will be probed in this project is depicted in Figure 5 (see next 

page). 
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Figure 5: Elements of virtual mobility decision process 

Adopters’ categories 

Rogers’ classification of adopters is based on individuals’ innovativeness and places them in 

five categories: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards.  

Innovators are venturesome people who are the first to adopt an innovation. For Rogers (2003), 

innovators are willing to experience new ideas, so a certain level of uncertainty about the 

innovation does not discourage them. Rogers attributes complex technical knowledge to 

innovators -- the gatekeepers who bring the innovation in from outside of the system. However, 

Lyytinen & Damsgaard (2001) argue that not all innovators share the characteristics Rogers 

describe. Sometimes adoption of innovation is due to top-down command and the first adopters 

are forced into this behavior, without being venturous, risky, nor daring. 

•awareness-knowledge: source of knowledge about VM: change agent, internet, 
peers, etc.

•How-to-knowledge: how such knowledge was achieved: through shared learning 
activities (demonstration of VM, through introduction session, etc offered by change 
agents, technical support staff etc.)

•Principles-knowledge: learning about the functioning principles underlying how VM 
works.

Knowledge 

•personal engagement in information seeking about VM

•actors' first impression about VM after learning about its existence

•formation of positive attitude towards VM

•evaluation of advantages and disadvantages of VM

Persuasion 

•formal meeting

•informal conversation

•prior trial of VM

•trust on peers' experience who have used VM

•exposure to demonstration activities

•incentives

Decision

•technical support

•modification of VM 

Implementation

•technical support and assistance

Confirmation
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This study looks into innovators category only, because as it will be further discussed in 3.2.4, 

University of Oslo has not yet adopted virtual mobility in the entire institution, which 

categorizes UiO among laggards. However, in small units like department level, some actors or 

innovators have taken the initiative and adopted virtual mobility in their daily instruction 

activities. Their characteristics will be examined to see if they are consistent with what Rogers 

attributes to innovators. 

3.2.4 Social System 

Rogers defines a social system “as a set of interrelated units that are engaged in joint problem 

solving to accomplish a common goal” (2003, p. 23) which seems consistent with Clark's 

(1983) approach to department level in a HE system.  

In an organization, “vertical differentiation” (Clark, 1983, p. 49) is presented as ascending 

authority, categorized in three levels of system-rooted, enterprise-rooted and discipline-rooted. 

The lowest level of operating unit is the department level which is referred to as academic unit 

(Ibid, p. 108).  As Clark outlines, the department system is run by collegial authority, meaning 

that decisions are made through negotiations and discussions among professors and other actors 

at this level.  

Moreover, Clark divides academic activities into two basic groups of discipline and enterprise. 

Enterprise is individual institutions with loose coupling of entities. Discipline is what knits 

people together beyond institutional and geographic boundaries. It gathers chemists with 

chemists, historians with historians, psychologists with psychologists (Ibid, p. 29). Therefore, 

the department is simultaneously a part of the discipline and a part of the enterprise, which 

makes departments authoritative in their own field (Ibid). Clark concludes that collegial control 

at the department level is not then accidental and as Seeber et al., (2015) explain strategic 

decisions are taken by academics who have key expertise.  

Therefore, in departments, the interrelated actors (academic and administrative staff as well as 

leadership) join in negotiations and discussions to accomplish a common goal, depicting the 

department as a social system with its associated features. This is also confirmed by other 

authors like P.T. Knight & Trowler who refer to departmental level as “the central loci of 

changes in approaches to and recurrent practices in teaching and learning” (2000, p. 69). Thus, 

any change in instruction mode like adoption of virtual mobility can be attributed first to actors 
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at the department level. The common norms, beliefs and values that actors share at the 

department level make it in more accordance with Rogers’ social system. Clark (1983) argues 

that there is a symbolic side to all social systems; “some shared accounts and common beliefs” 

(Ibid, p. 72) which creates an emotional connection and bond among the members. The author 

affirms that discipline and enterprise are two powerful sources of beliefs that work locally in a 

department, as well as in the university as a whole. Rufin et al., (2014) also highlight the 

importance of the social system, stating that the adoption of innovations may require 

modification/re-invention of innovation in order to reach a high level of compatibility with the 

adopters’ social system in terms of culture, norms, values, etc.  

Lundblad argues that within organizations, departments can serve as independent social 

systems, concluding that there is a need to fully address “the unique issues and elements” of 

these departments (2003, p. 58). The critique is consistent with the discussion on the role of the 

university as an organization in the realm of higher education. For Rogers, organization is a 

stable system of individuals who work together to achieve common predetermined goals, 

“through a hierarchy of ranks and division of labor” (2003, p. 404). However, other scholars 

like Musselin (2006) underline the complex nature of universities and view universities as 

specific organizations. When Krucken & Meier depict the “fine-grained formal organizational 

structure” (2006, p. 50) of modern universities as a central element of organizations, Musselin 

highlights organizational specificities of universities and emphasizes that “academic tasks are 

functionally loosely coupled” (2006, p. 69). Similarly, if in an organization, all members share 

goals and knowledge in a joint pursuit of organizational objectives, then in universities, 

interaction between entities from different disciplines are not natural and there is little 

coordination (Seeber et al., 2015). This division of sectors and their loose coupling is 

accompanied by beliefs and cultural division that despite the instant divergence, helps the 

academic systems to proceed increasingly pluralistic (Clark, 1983).  

In Rogers’s view of organization, beliefs and cultural division are considered in form of 

informal patterns, comprising informal practices, norms and social practices emerged over time. 

In analyzing the adoption process of virtual mobility, it is important to bear in mind the cultural 

aspects, the “love” (Clark, 1983) and interpersonal relationships that interfere in the process 

rate.  

Among others, an informal hierarchy of rank needs to be taken into consideration. For example, 

opinion leaders of a social system are not necessarily formal leaders of that system. Opinion 
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leaders and change agents have influence on the diffusion of innovations among the social 

system members (individuals, groups, organizations or subsystems) (Rogers, 2003). According 

to the author, opinion leaders are the individuals with a type of informal leadership who 

influence others’ attitude or behavior and change agents are professionals with university 

degrees in technical fields. Skinner and Staiger (2015) underline opinion leaders’ influence on 

the adoption process along with the role of change agents in the diffusion of knowledge about 

the effectiveness of new technologies.  

However, Greenhalgh, Robert, Macfarlane, Bate, and Kyriakidou (2004, p.617) warn against 

“intervention” trials of the use of opinion leaders to change the behavior of potential adopters”, 

arguing that “opinion leadership is a complex and delicate process”. They conclude that 

attempts to involve opinion leaders in planned change efforts usually ends with disappointing 

results. They also assert that homophily of change agents with potential adopters has a positive 

impact on adoption decisions.  

Against this backdrop, throughout the analysis of virtual mobility adoption process, it is 

important to consider the role of informal influencers (professors, department heads, program 

coordinators, etc.) and cultures of each faculty, department and study program. 

3.3 Conceptual framework summary and 

propositions  

Diffusion, for Rogers is “the process in which an innovation is communicated through certain 

channels over time among the members of a social system” where “communication is a process 

in which participants create and share information with one another in order to reach a mutual 

understanding” (2003, p.5).  All the elements have been discussed and portrayed against HE 

backgrounds, in a social system.  

However, the described four elements are not easily applicable to organizations. As Rogers 

himself points out the complex nature of organizations triggers complexity of the diffusion 

process compared to its rather straightforwardness in adoption by individuals. One study on the 

phases of innovation adoption in organizations by Damanpour and Schneider (2006) support 

Rogers’ view. They suggest complexity leads to more specialized and interconnected 

organizational parts, which in turn stimulates a higher rate of innovation adoption. The authors 

propose that organizational complexity affects all phases of innovation adoption positively, 
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“with a more moderate influence on implementation than on initiation and adoption” (Ibid, p. 

225).  

Nevertheless, DoI theory’s capability in application to organizations is disputed. Lundblad 

(2003) asserts in her critiques of Rogers’ model that the DoI theory is not well defined when 

extended to the organizational level. For example, communication channels for individual 

innovation decisions are divided into two categories of mass media and interpersonal. However, 

when applying the theory to organizations, only change agents and champions’ influence is 

discussed (Ibid). The author suggests to fully describe the interaction between innovation, 

adopter, social system and other units that influence adoption process within organizations.  

This means that DoI will not review relationships between virtual mobility, department 

members, department’s culture etc. However, it will help investigating virtual mobility’s 

attributes in Rogers’ terms, elements of communication, decision process, and innovators’ role 

in adoption of virtual mobility at UiO.  

In order to cover all elements of the study, the approach of Yin (2018) to case study research is 

employed in this project (more on case study will follow at methodology). Yin assigns five 

components to a case study research: research questions, propositions, case(s), logic linking 

data to propositions and criteria for interpreting the findings. Among them, propositions carry 

a lot of weight as they can direct “attention to something that should be examined within the 

scope of study” (Ibid, p. 27). The sole research question of this project does not adequately 

outline the dimensions that should be studied. Therefore, a set of propositions which are 

formulated according to DoI theory elements and virtual mobility will help explore all aspects 

of the project.    

Along with the DoI elements that were discussed so far, the attributes with a positive influence 

on adoption of virtual mobility include relative advantages, compatibility, trialability and 

observability. Thus, the first set of propositions will be as follows: 

P1: economic and social advantages of virtual mobility play a positive role in the adoption and 

implementation of virtual mobility. 

P2: prior experiences of the staff have a positive influence on the adoption of virtual mobility.  

P3: demo presentations and trial sessions help the adoption of virtual mobility.   
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At UiO where collegiality is among the core values of the institution (University of Oslo, n.d.-

c), actors and communication channels play a significant role in the adoption of innovation. 

Therefore,  

P4: staff with formal/informal power (opinion leaders/change agents) and their 

communications in formal/informal settings have a positive influence on the adoption of virtual 

mobility.  

The decision-making process in a social system with a strong sense of collegiality involves 

wide range of communication and discussions. Hence, peers’ knowledge of virtual mobility and 

their argumentation can reduce uncertainty of others and help the adoption process. The results 

and technical support that adopters receive can affirm the final decision.   

P5: extensive knowledge of virtual mobility has a positive effect on the adoption of virtual 

mobility. 

P6: presence of support from peers and technical assistance confirm implementation of virtual 

mobility. 

The six outlined propositions will be studied in an attempt to understand the adoption process 

of virtual mobility at UiO. 

A summary of the elements and propositions to be investigated are presented in Table 2 (see 

the next page).  
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Table 2: Summary of elements and propositions to be studied  

 Innovation Elements Propositions  

v
ir

tu
a
l 

m
o
b

il
it

y
 a

tt
ri

b
u

te
s 

Relative advantages: economic 

(replacement of physical mobility), 

social (reputation), quality  

P1: economic and social advantages 

of virtual mobility play a positive role 

in the adoption and implementation of 

virtual mobility. 

Compatibility: with program needs, 

values, and prior experiences  P2: prior experiences of the staff have 

a positive influence on the adoption 

of virtual mobility. 
Complexity: innovation being difficult 

and complex to use  

Trialability: trial sessions, training 

sessions P3: trial sessions help the adoption of 

virtual mobility. Observability: demo presentations  

C
o
m

m
u

n
ic

a
ti

o
n

 E
le

m
en

ts
 Communications channels: 

formal/informal meetings, informal 

conversations, Internet 

P4: staff with formal/informal power 

(opinion leaders/change agents) and 

their communications in 

formal/informal settings have a 

positive influence on the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 

Actors: academic staff, administrative 

staff, leadership, change agents, 

opinion leaders 

 

E
le

m
en

ts
 o

f 
d

ec
is

io
n

-m
a
k

in
g
 p

ro
ce

ss
 

Knowledge:  

awareness-knowledge: source of 

knowledge (change agents, internet, 

peers, etc) 

how-to-knowledge: through shared 

learning activities (demo, introduction 

sessions, etc) 

principles-knowledge: functioning 

principles underlying how virtual 

mobility works 

P5: extensive knowledge of virtual 

mobility has a positive effect on the 

adoption of virtual mobility. 
Persuasion: personal engagement in 

information seeking, first impression, 

positive attitude, evaluation of 

advantages 

Decision: formal meetings, informal 

communication, trial of virtual 

mobility, trust on peers, demo, 

incentives 

Implementation: technical support,  

Re-invention/modification of virtual 

mobility 
P6: presence of support from peers 

and technical assistance confirm 

implementation of virtual mobility. Confirmation: technical support and 

results 
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4 Methodology 

This section of the thesis focuses on the methodological framework. First, research strategy, 

design and methods will be discussed, then the adopted procedure for collection and analysis 

of data will be attended to. The next part will assess the project’s validity and reliability and 

finally the chapter will end with a discussion on ethical issues and limitations of the study. 

4.1 Research Strategy 

This study adopts a qualitative research strategy based on its epistemological and ontological 

positions. Bryman (2016) explains that a qualitative strategy examines the interpretation of the 

social world participants in order to understand that world. In other words, it supports the view 

that individuals attribute meanings to their world and interpret their social world. It can be 

argued that the decision to adopt an innovation happens when the potential adopters’ 

interpretation of the innovation is maneuvered in favor of adoption.    

Moreover, since in a constructivist approach, individuals construct their worlds, therefore, 

“social properties are outcomes of the interactions between individuals, rather than phenomena 

‘out there’ and separate from those involved in its construction” (Ibid, p. 380). The adoption 

decision does not occur in a vacuum, in contrast, as Rogers (2003) states, it is the 

communication and interaction between and among homophilous and heterophilous1 

individuals that directs an individual towards a favorable or unfavorable decision. Individuals 

make a choice at every stage of the decision-making process based on the interactions they have 

with opinion leaders, change agents or their peers in the department. In this study it is attempted 

“to capture the perspectives of different participants” and to understand “how their different 

meanings illuminate” (Yin, 2018) adoption of virtual mobility at UiO.  

This shows that the study will be conducted in a natural setting and the data will be collected 

in the field through face to face interactions. Therefore, the role of “methodological skill, 

sensitivity and integrity of the researcher” (Patton, 2002, p. 5) is highlighted as it is the 

                                                 
1 Homophily is the degree to which a pair of individuals who communicate are similar in terms of attributes such 

as beliefs, education, socioeconomic status and heterophily is the degree to which pairs of individuals who 

interact are different in certain attributes (Rogers, 2003).     
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researcher who collects and analyses data personally and needs to see the world through the 

eyes of the people studied, and this study needs to be detailed and thorough.   

The qualitative research strategy “facilitates study of issues in depth and detail” (Ibid, p.14). As 

Patton explains, this strategy produces an abundance of detailed information about a limited 

and small number of people and cases. The number of participants in this study will be small, 

in line with the nature of this project. A limited number of departments have decided to adopt 

virtual mobility in their instruction activities, often just a course or module and not the entire 

department. Therefore, the number of potential interviewees is considerably limited. This in 

fact implies the importance of another elements’ role in this project.  

Studying a small number of people and cases requires “a careful instrument construction” 

(Patton, 2002, p. 14); for example, interview questions need to be constructed in an appropriate 

and standardized manner. However, as Creswell (2009) states a qualitative research adopts an 

“emergent design”. This implies that qualitative research does not follow a tightly prescribed 

plan, au contraire, there is always a chance that during field work the initial plan may change. 

For instance, questions of interviews may need to change in order for the researcher to obtain 

the required information. Thus, a semi-structured interview is chosen for the purpose of this 

project as it gives the researcher the freedom in a run-time dimensioning approach (changing 

or adding questions during the interview). 

The shift in research plans may involve adopting multiple sources of data. Creswell (2009) 

affirms that qualitative researchers typically collect data from multiple sources, such as 

interviews, observations, and documents. The researcher, therefore, is provided with the 

opportunity to organize and categorize emergent themes that can cut across all of the data 

sources (Ibid). This project will use two sources for data collection: semi-structured interviews 

and document analysis.  

The analysis of data in a qualitative research project requires in practice a back and forth work 

between the emerging themes and the databases. According to Patton (2002), at the initial stages 

of field work the researcher should adopt an inductive approach and be open to whatever 

emerges from the data. Then in a deductive manner, the researcher needs to determine if “more 

evidence can support each theme or whether they need to gather additional information” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 235). 
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4.2 Research Design 

The current project meets the three criteria that Yin (2018) proposes for choosing a case study. 

First, the research question of this study is descriptive (“how” questions): how is virtual 

mobility adopted at UiO? Secondly, the researcher has no control over behavioral events. The 

decision to adopt virtual mobility at the departments studied happened in the absence of the 

researcher’s interference and manipulation. Finally, the focus of the study is a contemporary 

phenomenon or case. Despite many ICT-related developments in the HE system, virtual 

mobility is considered an innovation that is not yet globally diffused among HEIs. 

Yin offers a twofold definition of case study (p.15), underlining the role of a real-world case 

and its contextual conditions as well as the role of interconnected phenomenon and context: 

“A case study is an empirical method that  

• Investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world 

context, especially when 

• The boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident.”  

Since adoption of virtual mobility, a recent phenomenon, will be investigated in depth and 

within its real-world context of UiO, performing a case study research is determined as the most 

appropriate approach for this project. 

4.2.1 Context 

University of Oslo as the flagship university is internationally ranked as Norway’s leading 

university. Along with the global developments, UiO has sought to develop into a leading 

research university. The university’s global engagement is summarized in three dimensions on 

its strategy plan: offering English master programs, attracting students from foreign countries, 

and hiring academic staff from abroad. Similarly, UiO outlines its policies for 

internationalization in mainly the same manner; recruiting international students, researchers, 

lecturers, employees, staff for scientific positions has been stressed throughout the plan. 

Cooperation with internationally attractive universities and offering international programs are 

other policies the university has adopted in pursuit of internationalization. In order to improve 

international mobility at the university, faculties and academic units are advised to “improve 
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their recruiting practices”(Ibid, p. 7). The university does not offer a top-down regulation for 

mobility and leaves it to the collegiality which is referred to as one of the core values at UiO.  

UiO regards ICT as a tool that helps institutions achieve high quality of education. Even though 

both international mobility and the use of ICT are attributed to higher quality in the strategy 

plan, no direct integration of the two is outlined. Lack of policy for use of ICT to improve 

international mobility in order to promote internationalization makes this university a suitable 

case for this study. 

 

University of Oslo as Norway’s oldest university is developing “into a first-class international 

university, where the interaction across research, education, communication and innovation is 

at its best” (University of Oslo, n.d.-c). The outlined features comply with Yin's (2018) criteria 

of a critical case and make selection of UiO as the critical case meaningful. According to 

university’ strategy, technology and innovation (here virtual mobility) needs to be integrated 

into the daily activities of all departments. However, as shown, UiO has been among the 

laggards when it comes to adoption of virtual mobility. It is therefore important to investigate 

how the departments and faculties independently chose to adopt virtual mobility. This leads the 

project to adopt an embedded single-case design.  

Therefore, adoption of virtual mobility is the only criteria in selecting embedded cases. As Yin 

(2018) states, “the embedded subunits need to be within (or part of) the original single-case” 

(p. 52). The selected programs are within and part of UiO, physically and notionally.     

Initially a description of programs will be delivered, but the details will be anonymized as much 

as possible.  

Selection of the three programs involved personal experience, field research, and investigation 

from peers. The researcher has experience of attending one of the programs. To find more cases, 

all the faculties were contacted via email and asked about any department or program that uses 

virtual mobility. After receiving negative answers from the faculties, web research was 

conducted. Meantime, through investigation in an international students’ group on Facebook, 

two more cases were found. The programs information will be kept anonymous to protect 

•Higher quality of educationInternational 
Mobility

•Higher quality of educationUse of ICTs
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participants’ right to anonymity. However, faculties’ identity will not be subject to anonymity, 

since the relative strategy plans will be investigated,  

Program A (PA): PA was already an ongoing program when the virtual dimension was 

adjoined.  Although PA has been benefiting from virtual cooperation with a foreign university 

since 2016 which is still ongoing, there is no information on the program website. The website 

data was last updated several years prior to the development of the virtual mobility element.   

Program B (PB): This program is the result of a cooperation between three Nordic countries. A 

combination of assisted e-learning and intensive field work comprises the program’s structure. 

In other words, physical mobility is accompanied with a virtual collaboration. PB’s online 

dimension is rudimentary yet has been an integrated part since the beginning. There is one 

dimension to PB which makes it different from two other cases; an organization under UiO 

supervision introduced the initial plan for PB and by University intervention, the involved 

faculty and department joined the program.    

Program C (PC): This joint master program is a cooperation between four Nordic universities. 

Program C is based on online teaching, along with seminars. Like PB, this program is a 

combination of physical mobility and online cooperation between universities and the online 

dimension has been a part of PC from the beginning.  

4.3 Data collection 

In order to answer the research question, two data collection instruments will be employed in 

this project: document analysis and semi-structured interviews. 

4.3.1 Documents 

As Yin (2018) outlines, documents can corroborate data from other sources and the researcher 

can make inferences from them. Documents can include agendas, minutes of meetings, and 

other reports of events. Administrative documents, proposals, progress reports, and other 

internal reports can provide information on the research topic as well. 
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The strategy plan of UiO (English), a board action on IT (Norwegian), alongside three 

departments strategy plans (Norwegian) are studied and searched for any direct plan or strategy 

on use of ICT/innovation/virtual mobility for development of internationalization at home2.  

Each program’s page on the university website was studied in order to gather details on the 

adoption of virtual mobility in each program’s content and structure. It was intended to 

investigate documents with information about formal meetings and decisions made during the 

adoption process, however, the departments pointed out there is not much documented and only 

general information can be found on the website. The general information, on the other hand, 

does not include the details of meetings and taken actions throughout the process.    

4.3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviews and in particular semi-structured interviews are most fitting to this project’s purpose 

for the following reasons:  

First, the adoption process according to DoI theory involves interactive communication 

between those in decision-making positions. In other words, some exchanged dialogues are not 

documented and need to be told by individuals themselves. Moreover, the role of opinion 

leaders might not be mentioned in the documents either. The researcher needs to infer and detect 

opinion leaders/champions role from individuals’ views, perceptions, attitudes, and accounts of 

events that led to adoption and diffusion of virtual mobility. Plus, as Yin (2018) states, targeted 

interviews help the researcher focus directly on case study topics. Documents might contain a 

wide range of issues and it might take time to find relevant information in a document. It is also 

possible that no relevant information might be found. However, an interview provides the 

researcher with an opportunity to go directly to the topic and find the most relevant answers 

and details.      

Each interview was estimated to last around 60 minutes, and each participant was provided with 

a consent form in advance. The participants were asked for permission in order to record the 

interview sessions with a digital voice-recorder. The data was directly sent and securely stored 

on the university network.  

                                                 
2 The translation of departments’ strategy plans is conducted by the researcher who has passed Norwegian 

Bergenstest (level B2-C1). 
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Participants 

A field inquiry had been conducted in advance to find the right people to interview: individuals 

who had been involved in the process of decision making and later in implementation. They 

could be part of leadership, administration, teaching/research staff, etc.  Participants were 

selected from the programs that had a virtual dimension in their structure. The choice of 

programs is explained in Case Selection. In order to find the right people to interview, first each 

program’s contact person/receptionist at departments were contacted. Name of a few academics 

was provided by the informants. The researcher contacted three program leaders to find the 

people who were involved in the creation and implementation of the programs. Subsequently 9 

participants were selected and after their agreement through email communication, the 

interviews were conducted with them. As shown, a method of snowball sampling or “chain 

sampling” (Patton, 2002) has been adopted.  

In order to guard the anonymity of participants, the position, responsibility and gender of people 

will not be disclosed; however, they are assigned codes.   

Program A 

There were 3 participants from PA. One participant had an on-and-off engagement in the 

implementation process. Another participant was PA staff who was involved in the whole 

process. Another interviewee who was recommended by one of participants had a year-long 

involvement in the implementation phase.   

Program B 

There were also 3 participants from PB. One participant was academic staff, another was an 

administrative staff who participated in a conversation of 10 minutes long with the researcher 

without the possibility of a recording. The other interviewee, recommended by both 

participants, was from another institution under UiO supervision. The last participant had 

access to all teachers from participating universities.   

Another person was contacted via email but declined to participate in an interview and when 

the researcher asked about challenges during implementation of PB by email, the question was 

left unanswered.   
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Program C 

Likewise, 3 participants were interviewed from PC. One participant was involved during the 

time of implementation. Another participant was the founder of another course with a virtual 

dimension, as a spillover of PC. This person was a part of PC for a period of time. The other 

interviewee was recommended by both previous participants. This person was one of the 

founding figures of PC, however, they left the program before the implementation phase. 

 A summary of participants’ lists and codes is presented in Table 3:    

Table 3: Participants in interviews 

 Participants Position Code 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 A

  

Staff 1 PA1 

Staff 2 PA2 

Not staff  PA3 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 B

  

Staff 1 PB1 

Staff 2 PB2 

Staff 3  PB3 

P
ro

g
ra

m
 C

  

Staff 1 PC1 

Staff 2 PC2 

Staff 3  PC3 

 

An interview guide was prepared to guide the researcher through the interview and keep it on 

the right track. The interview questions were categorized in four groups which followed a more 

or less chronological order. First the virtual mobility attributes were probed, then the 

communication elements, then the decision-making process which preceded the last comments 

and accounts. The nature of a semi-structured interview allows the researcher to mix and match 

and adjust the questions according to received answers. A copy of the interview guide is in 
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Attachment 1. However, it is important to point out that sometimes interview questions were 

altered or disregarded on the spot, in response to the position participant takes. For example, in 

some cases, the participant recommended the researcher to speak to another person about one 

specific question and therefore, the follow-up questions would not apply at that moment.   

Table 4 presents a general outlook of the questions that were asked from participants in order 

to extract data concerning the propositions. As depicted, questions are formed based on 

propositions which in turn are formulated in order to probe innovation elements.  

Table 4: Overall review of interview questions based on propositions and DoI elements 

 Innovation Elements Propositions Sample of Interview Questions 

v
ir

tu
a
l 

m
o
b

il
it

y
 a

tt
ri

b
u

te
s 

Relative advantages: 

economic (replacement 

of physical mobility), 

social (reputation), 

quality  

P1: economic and 

social advantages 

of virtual mobility 

play a positive role 

in the adoption and 

implementation of 

virtual mobility. 

Were there any advantages that 

attracted your attention? Were 

other advantages? How did it affect 

the program quality? 

Compatibility: with 

program needs, values, 

and prior experiences  

P2: prior 

experiences of the 

staff have a positive 

influence on the 

adoption of virtual 

mobility. 

Was there any shortcomings/needs 

that virtual mobility could make up 

to? Was virtual mobility in line 

with department rules and values? 

Did anyone have prior experience 

with virtual mobility? 

Complexity: innovation 

being difficult and 

complex to use  

Trialability: trial 

sessions, training 

sessions 
P3: trial sessions 

help the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 

Did the staff try virtual mobility 

before its adoption? Were there any 

training sessions? How did they 

help? 

Observability: demo 

presentations  

Were there other programs with 

virtual mobility that acted as an 

example to you? Did you have a 

demo?  

C
o
m

m
u

n
ic

a
ti

o
n

 E
le

m
e
n

ts
 Communications 

channels: 

formal/informal 

meetings, informal 

conversations, Internet 

P4: staff with 

formal/informal 

power (opinion 

leaders/change 

agents) and their 

communications in 

formal/informal 

settings have a 

positive influence 

of the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 

 

Were there formal meetings to 

discuss virtual mobility? How did 

it go? Were there any informal 

conversations on virtual mobility? 

How did it affect your decision? 

Actors: academic staff, 

administrative staff, 

leadership, change 

agents, opinion leaders 

Who supported the virtual mobility 

idea the most? How did his/her 

argumentations affect your and 

others decision? What was his/her 

position?  
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E
le

m
en

ts
 o

f 
d

ec
is

io
n

-m
a
k

in
g
 p

ro
ce

ss
 

Knowledge:  

awareness-knowledge: 

source of knowledge 

(change agents, internet, 

peers, etc) 

how-to-knowledge: 

through shared learning 

activities (demo, 

introduction sessions, 

etc) 

principles-knowledge: 

functioning principles 

underlying how virtual 

mobility works 

P5: extensive 

knowledge of 

virtual mobility has 

a positive effect on 

the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 

How did you get informed of 

virtual mobility? did you seek more 

information on this? Why? What 

sources did you use to learn more 

about virtual mobility? What more 

do you know about virtual 

mobility? Did you learn this before 

adoption of virtual mobility or after 

it? Were there any people or other 

sources who encouraged you to 

seek more knowledge of virtual 

mobility? Who/what? 

Persuasion: personal 

engagement in 

information seeking, 

first impression, positive 

attitude, evaluation of 

advantages 

What persuaded you to adopt 

virtual mobility? What was your 

very first impression? What helped 

you to form your attitude towards 

virtual mobility?  

Decision: formal 

meetings, informal 

communication, trial of 

virtual mobility, trust on 

peers, demo, incentives 

What elements helped you reach 

your final decision? Was there 

anyone who directly or indirectly 

influenced your decision? Did you 

use your peers’ experiences? What 

was your motivation to adopt 

virtual mobility? 

Implementation: 

technical support,  

Re-

invention/modification 

of virtual mobility 

P6: presence of 

support from peers 

and technical 

assistance confirm 

implementation of 

virtual mobility. 

What were difficulties during 

implementation? What helped 

implementation of virtual mobility? 

Confirmation: 

technical support and 

results 

What was the main reason that 

helped this program go on? 

4.3.3 Analysis process 

The collected data were analyzed based on the existing framework (Patton, 2002). The key 

concepts and propositions presented in the chapter 3 were employed as the framework of data 

analysis.  

All the interviews were transcribed and used to find the relative themes and concepts. Based on 

the project propositions, a list of concepts was presented as codes and related data were 
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categorized accordingly. It was the goal to evaluate the accuracy of propositions based on the 

achieved data analysis and to keep an eye open for possibly emerging new themes.  

The first step in the analysis of data was coding, in other words identifying themes and 

organizing them into categories. There were six categories that had been developed in advance 

in the form of propositions (see Table 2): economic and social advantages, prior experiences, 

trial sessions, opinion leaders/change agents, extensive knowledge, and technical/peer support. 

Any part of data delivering information about each category was organized under the pertinent 

section. The data could be approving or disapproving their related propositions. It is always 

possible that in addition to the existing categories new themes emerge from the collected data 

as the analysis proceeds. Therefore, new themes and categories were detected and studied 

against all the data. The analytic approach adopted in data analysis was mainly pattern matching 

with elements of cross-case synthesis (Yin, 2018). Pattern matching involves an attempt to link 

a predicted pattern that is derived from theory (here the six propositions), with an observed 

pattern. Cross-case synthesis technique help “to retain the integrity of the entire case and then 

to compare or synthesize any within-case patterns across the case” (Ibid, p. 196). 

Nvivo was the software employed for data analysis in this project. Any theme that hinted a 

contribution to adoption of virtual mobility or provided grounds for unsuccessful adoption of 

virtual mobility were coded in nodes. New nodes were created as new themes emerged. The 

software was used to facilitate the categorization of data, but the analysis part remained on the 

researcher’s shoulders.   

4.4 Criteria for research quality 

The quality criteria of the research design is attended at this part. Yin (2018) presents four 

criteria for judging the quality of any research design: construct validity, internal validity, 

external validity and reliability.  

In order to ensure the construct validity of the thesis, it is important to develop a “sufficiently 

operational set of measures” (Ibid, p. 43) and to define the concepts based on propositions 

achieved from literature review rather than personal and subjective judgements. As advised by 

Yin, this thesis used multiple sources of evidence. First, the virtual mobility adoption process 

was studied through available documents provided by the university on its website, considering 

the fact that it was primarily proven that there was a lack of interest/attention by UiO ino virtual 
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mobility. Secondly, it was attempted to interview as many people as possible involved in the 

process of decision making and implementation. Data triangulation was used to increase the 

construct validity of the thesis. Patton (2002) points out that interview data are attributed with 

a number of limitations such as self-serving responses, personal bias, recall error, etc. 

Interviewing as many people as possible, alongside combining document analysis and interview 

data were the strategies applied to ensure the validity of the research. 

Yin (2018) advises creating a causal relationship between x and y, meaning that certain 

conditions lead to other conditions and are distinguished from spurious relationships. It was 

attempted to create higher confidence in attained inferences by employing pattern matching 

technique (Ibid) and linking a predicted pattern (propositions) that was derived from theory 

with an observed pattern. 

In external validity discussion, the focus is on how generalizable the research findings are. 

However, it is important to distinguish between statistical generalization and analytic 

generalization. Case studies such as this thesis, as Yin (2018) points out, are not dealing with 

populations and cases are not samples (too few in numbers) therefore, the results are not to be 

generalized for the whole population. Instead, analytic generalization is based on a) verifying, 

rejecting or modifying theoretical propositions that are referenced in designing this research or 

b) new concepts that emerge upon the completion of the study (Ibid). By analyzing the study 

results in the framework of the developed propositions based on diffusion of innovations theory, 

the findings helped develop a hypothesis/proposition that can interpret the existing results or 

can define new research on newly emerged concepts.  

The objective of reliability is to ensure that if a later investigator follows the same procedures, 

they will arrive at the same conclusions and findings (Yin, 2018). This purpose was carried out 

through fully documenting all steps of the research in details, which provides as much 

transparency as possible. As Yin indicates, “the goal of reliability is to minimize the errors and 

biases in a study” (p. 46). Moreover, a case study database that includes all collected data and 

personal notes of researcher was provided to deliver a trustworthy guideline for reliability.  

Ethical issues were taken into highest consideration throughout the project. As the first step, 

Norwegian Social Sciences Data Services (NSD) was notified through a notification form 

which provides details on data collection process (NSD approval is in Attachment 3). In line 

with NSD guiding principles, each participant was presented with an information letter which 
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asks for their consent for collecting personal data such as names and current position and the 

position at the time of virtual mobility adoption. The main issue in this project was that due to 

the limited number of programs with virtual mobility feature, the identity of participants might 

have been indirectly identifiable, even though all details were anonymized. This was explicitly 

specified in the information letter that participants received (Attachment 2). All the participants 

granted their consent. 

All the interviewees were provided with the choice to accept or refuse to interview. Likewise 

recording interviews was offered as an open option to participants and almost all of them 

accepted. One participant presented a sense of reluctance at the beginning of the interview 

however, they appeared more interested after the first ten minutes. In another case, a participant 

accepted to meet via email, however they refused to sit for an interview and talked about the 

project for a few minutes without recording option. This participant signed the consent letter. 

There was another person who was contacted via email but rejected to attend the interview. The 

rest of the interviews proceeded as planned; with recording option and signed consent letters. 

The names, positions, gender, and any information that might disclose the identity of 

participants was anonymized.  

Another ethical issue concerned the researcher’s participation in one of the programs. The 

participation took place once and before the initiation of the thesis project. However, since the 

thesis did not investigate the students’ side of account, it was attempted to avoid any reference 

to personal impressions on behalf of the researcher. The thesis was reviewed by the research 

supervisor in order to secure objectivity, among other things.         
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5 Findings 

An overview of findings is delivered based on an overall classification of data. The research 

findings will be presented under two sections. The first part covers the results of document 

analysis, including the university and faculties’ strategy toward virtual mobility. The second 

part classifies data achieved from the semi-structured interviews. The relationship between the 

two categories and research question will be discussed in the Discussion chapter pertaining to 

the six propositions (see Table 2).    

An important point worth mentioning first is that participants in interviews used different 

terminology for virtual mobility. Therefore, terms such as online cooperation/collaboration, 

eLearning, and virtual cooperation/collaboration in quotations, are participants terminology, 

which refer to virtual mobility in this study. 

5.1 Documented strategies on adoption of virtual 

mobility 

A review of the UiO strategy plan revealed that although application of ICT is underlined in 

pursuit of higher educational quality, virtual mobility or any online cooperation with 

universities abroad has not attracted any consideration (University of Oslo, n.d.-c). It is urged 

that use of ICT in instruction shall be “flexible and future-oriented” (Ibid, p.9). However, there 

is not an implication of ICT use for global and international cooperation with other universities.  

Apropos internationalization, the university aims at the recruitment of the best international 

scientific employees, staff and students, researchers and projects along with investment in 

language skills in research, instruction and administration in an international campus (Ibid).  

As a result of a board action on a masterplan for IT, it is outlined that development of university 

digitalization is one of the goals for UiO’s strategy plan for the period 2020-2030 (Ness, 2019). 

Among all, one of the implemented strategies to digitalize learning and study environment is 

the establishment of LINK, the Centre for Learning, Innovation and Academic Development. 

LINK has the responsibility to promote learning and innovation in UiO's education, networking 

across disciplines, and enhancing competence of teaching and learning (“About LINK,” 2018).     
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The board action emphasizes that digitalization of education and studies calls for simultaneous 

and interrelated development and planning of both digital and physical learning environments 

(Ness, 2019).  

Overall, even though the university strategy did not follow a comprehensive application of ICT 

in internationalization area over the past years, the perspective has promising outline for broader 

use of ICT and its integration in education and internationalization for the next 10-year plan. 

At the faculty level, the faculties’ strategy plan does not present a clear approach towards use 

of ICT. On one of the faculties’ strategy plans, the major emphasis is put on application of ICT 

in research. International programs, international students and professors, part time studies 

abroad,  alongside use of ICT are among tools addressed for internationalization (Strategisk 

plan 2010-2020, 2010). The faculty has not provided any draft of the next strategy plan. 

However, the faculty’s year plan for the period of 2019-2021 has underlined the importance of 

work towards innovation and the use of technology in learning and teaching activities. It is also 

emphasized to embrace any possibilities that new technologies open doors to (Ludvigsen, 

2019). In addition to faculty, the related department’s strategy plan 2014-2020 has set as a goal 

to develop research and educational relationships with internationally leading universities. One 

of the strategies towards this goal is the application of blended learning. However, blended 

learning is defined as effective use of teaching resources3 and re-use of learning resources in 

core teaching4 and curricula (University of Oslo, n.d.-b). On the other hand, the year plan 2019-

2021 for department A has a goal to integrate ICT in research and study programs, subjects and 

courses5 by 2021 (University of Oslo, n.d.-a).  

The faculty B has also, among all, focus on international cooperation; however, it has adopted 

a rigid approach towards student exchange. There is no discussion of ICT use in developing 

either quality or internationalization. Student exchange is the only strategy expressed in the 

document. Nevertheless, the faculty’s plan for the period 2020-2030 offers strategies on 

developing study environments with regards to ICT, however this entails mostly application of 

digital resources.  

                                                 
3 Undervisningsressurser  
4 gjenbruk av undervisningsopplegg i kjerneundervisning 
5 studieprogram, -emner og -kurs 
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The last faculty (C) aimed at internationalization in its strategy plan through student exchange, 

research cooperation and recruitment. The use of ICT did not seem to be of major concern to 

this faculty, nor did technology as a whole.  

In general, it appears that none of the three faculties displayed concern over internationalization 

at home, nor application of ICT for this purpose. Virtual mobility in any sense did not find a 

place in their strategy plans. Interuniversity cooperation seems to be more focused on Nordic 

collaborations in the two faculties of B and C. The discussion of findings with respect to the 

propositions will be presented in the next chapter.  

5.2 Individuals’ take on virtual mobility 

In separate, almost an hour long semi-structured interviews (except for one 10-minute-long 

interview), participants provided an account of how their program initiated and implemented a 

virtual mobility project. The interviews started with the general question of how this project 

was initiated and what happened since.  The answers opened the doors for further, detailed 

questions. As the nature of semi-structured interviews suggest, questions did not follow a 

precise order as framed on the interview guide. 

The findings from semi-structured interviews will be presented in three categories based on 

three cases.  

Program A 

The virtual dimension of PA was added to the program years after launching the program. The 

virtual side of PA was conceived and elaborated at the department level, arising from an 

academic/friendship relationship between two individuals. A UiO staff and a friend/colleague 

from a university abroad responded to a call for student exchange project by the Center for 

Internationalization of Education (SIU)6.  

We also talked about the possibility of developing a student exchange program or other 

forms of collaboration in education . . . one of the challenges in collaboration with these 

. . . universities is always tuition fee in certain social sciences. the problem is . . .  [their] 

                                                 
6 SIU recently merged with another agency to form Norwegian Agency for International Cooperation and 

Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (DIKU). 
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students are less interested in exchange than European students so getting our students 

interested in spending some time in [target university] . . . would not be a problem . . . 

so we were thinking of alternatives and at the same time we saw a call for application 

from SIU . . . we thought might be a possibility to apply for a project but also we realized 

in our field with a limited number of students, physical student exchange might not be 

the main aim of such a project. We thought of an alternative (PA2).  

Although the SIU call was aimed at physical student exchange, having taken into consideration 

a number of issues such as student exchange expenses the proposal was oriented to virtual and 

online cooperation. 

Well, physical exchange was or is the aim of SIU program . . . we were thinking what 

could be a way to use this program to satisfy our interest in collaboration, to avoid 

disadvantages of physical mobility not just tuition fee, environment, having students 

flying back and forth, ok, it is not a big issue in internationalization yet but of course 

the environmental consequences are not necessarily . . . visa problems and also again 

problem that not everyone will participate, certainly in small group like ours . . . [so] 

we thought of applying for a virtual mobility program. (PA2).  

PA1, as well, pointed to some obstacles to a physical exchange project in their field. 

Students don’t wanna travel and within out . . . [program] students have already 

travelled to come to Norway, and we experienced with getting visa for international 

students . . . is difficult and is costly and a lot of students who have come to Norway 

have come as self-financing students, and then they have to travel . . . without funding, 

or with minimum funding if we got the project, [physical exchange project] would not 

work (PA1). 

After the proposal was granted the funding, more people became involved in the project. A 

group of five individuals from PA paid a physical visit to the participating university in order 

to discuss some commonalities of the curricula for the implementation process. One of the 

interviewees believed that they were more focused on logistics than the outcomes.  

Time difference, cameras, room availability, those kind of things, how are we going to 

technically do this stuff. that was more of the focus in the beginning. it was just what 

equipment we had to buy . . . who needs to be present, how are we gonna share ideas 
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what is infrastructure gonna look like instead of looking at what are the educational 

outcomes we wanna get out of this (PA1).    

All three participants believed that since the co-founders had a long academic cooperation, 

finding commonalities was not problematic. In response to a question about advantages of 

virtual mobility, participants pointed to some noteworthy issues. PA2, among other things, 

points to the fact that virtual mobility “allows for much more flexible way of organizing joint 

activities. You are not dependent on the physical mobility”. Therefore, the pace of getting issues 

in order - in other words, the implementation process - is much higher. For instance, PA2 

pointed to the rapid progress of their project coordination in comparison to the other projects 

which were implementing physical mobility as a response to SIU call.   

Half a year after the call . . . we were the only ones who were already active, all the 

others were physical mobility and they had not started the actual change, they were 

preparing.. . . that is also an advantage of virtual mobility. it is much easier to organize. 

we have the equipment then we really have to go into details (PA2). 

PA3 explained that the success of PA’s virtual mobility created a positive attitude on their side 

towards virtual mobility.  

I am very large advocate of international education, study abroad, cross cultural 

education . . . I thought maybe it would not be so successful, but I don’t think that is 

necessarily the case . . . I mean the convenience of doing it online is perfect and having 

virtual classrooms leads to more, you can be lifelong learners, it does not matter if you 

re physically unable to leave house, but you can still learn something. it is also really 

good to exchange ideas quickly . . . that is a really awesome thing (PA3). 

On positive side of virtual mobility PA3 clarified: 

It is inexpensive, it is a huge way to boost the internationalization policies without 

spending a lot of money . . . money is always an issue in universities, you are kind of 

able to kill a couple of birds with one stone . . . Norway is focused on getting more 

international within education and this is such a good way to do it, so from that stand 

point it is good (PA3). 
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PA3 added that the success of virtual mobility depends on the field and subject. “If you are 

studying cultural relations, obviously you should be there, if you study IT or mathematics it is 

a bit more kind of black and white, you don’t exactly need to be there.”  

Nonetheless, implementation of virtual mobility in PA was not a straightforward process. As 

the comments of the interviewees showed, there were issues from different perspectives. 

Administrative challenges are always predicted in such collaborations and participants reported 

related issues. PA had to tackle issues such as tuition fees for students at the other university, 

feedback standards, assignment expectations and deadlines, time zone difference, lack of good 

infrastructure at UiO for virtual mobility, staff capacity, and above all finding a shared platform 

for students’ virtual engagement in the course out of the classroom were among the challenges 

during implementation. To PA1, founding the project on the personal relationships of two 

individuals was a vulnerability and weakness.  

I think the project was vulnerable from the start, because it was based on two people 

relationship, it was not anchored at the faculties on either end. Had it been anchored at 

the institution level where there is multiple players involved in the beginning from the 

development of project, writing the application, instead of having two, one person each 

end and invite a couple people in, and those people . . . all have moved on to other things 

now. and that is vulnerability of these types of projects, you have to have commitment 

from not just the leaders, you have to have the commitment from the institution or faculty 

level for any project to be successful (PA1). 

PA1 added that if there were “multiple players”, then having somebody “holding through 

everything”, “someone who communicated with both sides, that talked to the students, that 

engaged the students and was active on [online platform]”, would make the project more 

successful. PA2 also expressed dissatisfaction with the staff capacity, arguing that “we needed 

. . . pedagogical staff who would help and also work together with students . . . but to really 

profit from it [virtual mobility] in a more effective way, we need more staff capacity in our side 

and in [participating university] side also”.   

When a project’s development is based on personal relationships (“camaraderie” as it was 

denoted by one of the interviewees), its continuity faces vulnerability. In case one of the key 

people leaves the project, there is a high risk of survival issues. All participants from PA 

declared that the project faced some disturbances after the co-founder from the participating 
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university’s side left the project. As PA2 puts it, after the first years’ successful experience, 

instead of moving further forward, they had to take one step back and find a way for the efficient 

cooperation with the person who replaced the co-founder.  

Another challenge of the implementation process was the students’ engagement. All 

interviewees underlined the importance of the students’ role in success of such projects. PA3 

and PA2 declared that the virtual dimension of PA was implemented and added without 

involvement of the students.  

We made an application for a cohort without the students knowing about it, so that is 

the disadvantage of such kind of procedure we have in Norway. for physical mobility it 

is always voluntarily. it is always if you apply for physical mobility project then you 

offer it to students, then those who don’t want to attend they can say I am out. But with 

virtual mobility, the whole idea of the principle is that everyone is involved, no one can 

say no I don’t want to be part of it. you have to integrate on both sides (PA2). 

PA2 affirmed that one of the challenges was to activate the students and “involve them in a way 

that all the possibilities that we thought of would at least become part of vocabulary and mindset 

of students and I don’t think we managed in your group.” PA2 argued that “there are students 

who are here because they want to have a degree as quick as possible and they are not that 

interested.” PA3 points to the cohort combination as a factor; 

I mean everyone [students] came with already having this international perspective, it 

was already new, it was already different, foreign, why do [they] have to do something 

else new and different. by the time the [virtual] classes started things were sort of started 

to get normal for students who just came to Norway and then another hoop to jump 

through (PA3). 

PA’s virtual project took another direction when it entered the third year of implementation. 

After the co-founder from the other side left, even though finding a common area for virtual 

cooperation was difficult, a few sessions of virtual lectures were delivered. However, later the 

replacement of the co-founder left the project as well and as PA2 explained the project switched 

to physical mobility in the third year. The students were scheduled to fly to the participating 

university for a week-long visit.  
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Program B 

PB underwent a different journey compared to PA. An organization which is under UiO 

supervision introduced the program in order to create a network for scholars who work in the 

field. With the proposal in hand, the organization approached UiO and the university leadership 

requested faculty B to start cooperation with the organization and eventually with the 

participating Nordic countries. The department B’s engagement in the cooperation includes 

teaching one course and dealing with the administrative issues of registered students.  

PB1 explained that since there were few people who worked on the subject in the Nordic area, 

PB helped “join forces and collaborate to make the milieu bigger” and “enlarge the course 

portfolio” in a way that students from other programs tend to take the offered course for PB. 

Moreover, the joint program helped the departments avoid repetition of courses for a small 

number of students. Therefore, by “basically merging their study programs” as PB3 points out, 

one course offered from one university is not offered from another.  

The communication among people for creation of the program was conducted mostly through 

informal channels: 

Informal discussions and one informal meeting where we just told each other about the 

courses we were giving in all universities, then we sort of put together a portfolio of 

courses that we could offer in [subject] (PB1).  

Eventually the program was created from another Nordic university side with cooperation with 

the organization under UiO. PB1 further described the nature of virtual mobility from UiO side: 

What we do is that I have email communication with students, I give them exercises that 

they have to hand in and I correct and then we meet. This is a joint course with a course 

that we give at university of Oslo . . . one reason for giving this course as [joint] course 

is that we already gave it in Oslo, so we could easily make online course and they would 

share the one-week field course. But since this [joint program] students only use long 

distance teaching . . . they have to come here three days before the field course to catch 

up with all the labs that the other students have had (PB1). 

PB3 also underlined the importance of joining forces, arguing that “starting to work on the 

network building is part of being a scientist”. Yet, PB3 believed that “because many universities 
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. . . have been running courses on [the subject] so they have sort of working concept and having 

to change that into eLearning course would make it double work in many cases”. This was also 

disclosed by PB1, arguing that this is extra work and “you don’t feel so free”. PB1 explained 

that the content and nature of the subject does not require complexity of virtual mobility such 

as online streaming lectures.  

It is supposed to be an individual work . . . the work with the book and through the 

questions and then we have this meeting before the field course which is the lab part 

and then they [students] have to be there (PB1).  

Among other challenges of the joint program, PB3 pointed to administrative issues. PB2 also 

briefly mentioned administrative differences between universities in a short conversation with 

the researcher.  

Because people in [department] are not too enthusiastic about it, they see it as 

something that they do not want to invest in it, mainly because it is administratively 

difficult, because this course is officially registered as a course in [other participating 

university], meaning that Norwegian students would have to register there, and get the 

points here and there is a lot of that sort of things around it. and it means that they see 

it as a burden (PB3). 

PB3 concluded that the continuity of the program would depend on “whether the people 

following up would be enthusiastic about it,” in case PB3 leaves the program.  

It seems that in the absence of any particular prior knowledge about virtual mobility, or any 

training session on virtual mobility, people succeeded to adopt and implement it. PB3 declared 

that UiO does not have any outline for implementing any online cooperation. As PB3 pointed 

out, “there is no pedagogical courses in eLearning,” suggesting it would be helpful to have “an 

eLearning course on eLearning”.  

The overall impression from the PB participants is quite different from that attained from two 

other programs and it was complicated to gain access. One staff recommended the researcher 

to approach another one with regards to the challenges of the project. The recommended person; 

however, neither agreed to any interview, nor did they respond the question of challenges via 

email. Another staff who participated in a few minutes’ discussion displayed disinterest. It 

appears that an administrative issue surfaced during implementation of PB; nonetheless, there 
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is not found a recorded document for such claim except the researcher’s personal observation 

and some brief, undiscussed comments from participants about the differences between 

universities administrative routines. 

Program C 

The initiation of PC was in fact a response to a call for Nordic cooperation. Staff from program 

C and colleagues from other universities who shared a long-time academic collaboration in their 

field responded to a call from Nordic Master (financed by Nordic Council of Ministers) for a 

joint master program. With formation of PC, an interuniversity cooperation started between a 

number of Nordic countries. However, the program admission is open to international students 

as well.  

The idea of a research program was generated in order to establish a network supporting Phd 

studies in the area, as well as, creating a larger group for participating Phd students. 

There was no mutual or common degree . . . it was only a system of arranging Phd 

courses that would be useful for the students in their Phd program at their own 

institution. So that was different from what came later. But it was this collaboration of 

several years that made us respond when we saw the [call from] Nordic ministerial 

council . . . for a joint master program . . . among at least three different universities 

(PC3).  

PC3 believed that the cooperation with other universities on a Phd research network produced 

positive outcomes, playing a positive role in attracting faculty support for PC. PC3 and PC1 

explained teaching in PC is common but registration was local, so students were enrolled in 

each individual university. PC attracted international applicants from Europe, US, Africa and 

Asia and contained a field trip and conference in some locations pertinent to the content of the 

program;  

It was felt good thing to bring them [students] together in environment that reflected the 

theme of master program . . . so one teacher from each of university participated, a 

couple of them had the responsibility to plan it and then courses were given in individual 

universities but there were possibility of internet use and streaming and also once or 

twice a year they were to meet together for short seminar periods for a few days in one 

of the universities (PC3).   
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PC1 also elaborated on the initial idea behind the program;  

Original vision was to have 6 students from 6 universities and total 36 student. In reality 

that quota never was fulfilled. There were not sufficient applicants, the program did not 

attract as many students that we thought or hoped and also the number of students has 

varied from institution to institution. For some reason students do not come to Norway 

. . . the international students from States, Africa, etc have to a larger extent come to 

[other Nordic countries] (PC1). 

PC1 further clarified that the program’s admission has “stronger and tougher requirements in 

terms of language knowledge,” so “students have to prepare some years in advance in order to 

apply for this. They have to be aware of this and think of it in the bachelor level.” 

The participants from PC declared that the joint program helped survival of the programs in 

each separate individual university. It is said that some of the participating universities had 

more or less similar programs with limited number of students. This is important since the 

number of students in Norway has always been very low, for instance, the previous educational 

year, UiO did not have any student participating in the program, as PC1 stated. 

PC1 elaborated on the online side of the program, as well, saying; 

The students are guided through the digital online assignments. There is a certain 

reading list weekly. They have to do these assignments and they can have many forms, 

depending on the creativity of the teacher; can be chats on the basis of something, maybe 

each student reads, watches video and then they have a discussion for example There 

was a physical course given here with local physical students but at the same time the 

same course was offered in the [PC] for the other students. So I had two groups I was 

speaking to; one physically here which was not [part of PC] even (PC1).  

The online dimension of the program was reported to add to teachers’ workload. PC1 also 

indicated that the online course meant “double work” for them.  

It was more time consuming for the teacher because, well, one does the lectures that is 

easier, then there is a lot of work weekly or very regular assignments and there is much 

correspondence.  
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Moreover, since UiO did not use the same online platform that other universities used, teachers 

had to learn to work with a second platform for PC, which added to the workload as well. 

Similarly, online presentation of the courses was left to teachers, without providing any training, 

so they had to work it out themselves. PC1, however, emphasized that receiving technical and 

administrative support from the faculty had a positive impact on continuity of the program.   

Likewise, due to the democratic nature of discussions among the staff from participating 

universities, every decision has to be taken by everyone together, which is very time consuming 

for staff.  

At the same time number of students is low and there is a lot of work, administrative 

work, but few students. so sometimes one has the feeling that the amount of work does 

not correspond to the results (PC1).  

As a spillover from PC, an interview was conducted with another staff member from the 

department who was involved in PC for a certain period of time, and who later launched an 

international course in collaboration with two universities abroad. PC2 explained that the idea 

was conceived long before PC; however, cooperation in PC encouraged initiation of the course. 

The above presented three programs based on the collected data from the individuals and 

documents. For program A, virtual mobility was used to expand cooperation with a foreign 

university years after the start of the program. The initial aim was to connect two cohorts of 

students beyond borders to attend one joint course, online. However, the virtual dimension was 

switched to physical mobility, in the third year of implementation. Program B and C, both were 

joint programs with virtual dimension integrated in the program from the start. However, the 

virtual and online side of these programs were basic, mainly offering online reading resources 

and assignments to students. Both programs B and C were examples of mixed virtual mobility 

and physical mobility as students were gathered for field trips in both programs. The programs 

data will be discussed in the next chapter based on the six propositions.  
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6 Concluding Discussion  

The study began with the research question: How is virtual mobility adopted and implemented 

at UiO? In order to answer the question, six propositions were outlined in chapter three. This 

chapter presents the analysis of findings within the framework of the propositions, followed by 

reflection on the research question. Further emerged themes will be also discussed with respect 

to the conceptual framework of the project. The key findings presented in Table 5 will be 

discussed first and the discussion of further emerged themes will follow. Each proposition will 

be introduced as the headline, followed by the discussion of their related findings.  

Table 5 Findings with regard to six propositions 
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6.1 Propositions  

Proposition 1: Economic and social advantages of virtual mobility play a positive role in 

the adoption and implementation of virtual mobility.  

As Rogers (2003) asserts that relative advantages of innovations and their adoption have a direct 

relationship, it was reported that virtual mobility’s relative advantages such as cost savings 

played a positive role in its adoption and implementation. Almost all participants pointed to the 

financial advantages a virtual mobility project is aligned with. PB3 provided an extra example 

from another course that used to provide students with physical mobility on an annual basis to 

Africa and due to lack of further funding it is now shifted to a virtual mobility course. PC3’s 

account on an international course that was initiated as a spillover from PC affirms that the 

virtual mobility dimension of the course helped saving expenses and investing more on its field 

trip.  

Another positive effect of virtual mobility projects was reported to be internationalization of 

the faculty/department. PC1 believed the program helped their small faculty be seen 

internationally. To PB1 the extension of the portfolio of the course offered by UiO for PB was 

another positive side of virtual mobility. Moreover, combining the programs with a low number 

of students was reported as a major achievement. This is in line with the findings from studies 

carried out by scholars such as Appana (2008) and Ellis, Hughes, Weyers, & Riding (2009).  

Furthermore, PA2’s remarks on rapid progress of their project coordination in comparison to 

the other projects which were implementing physical mobility as a response to the SIU call 

appear consistent with Renes & Strange' s (2011) findings. The authors assert that whereas 

virtual mobility increases access to HE by eliminating barriers of time and space, its appeal 

goes beyond this and provides an opportunity for more national and international cooperation 

beyond traditional classrooms.  

The overall conclusion can be that the relative advantages of virtual mobility had a positive 

effect on its adoption in UiO case.   

 

Proposition 2: Prior experiences of the staff have a positive influence on the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 
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Proposition 3: Trial sessions help the adoption of virtual mobility. 

Propositions 2 and 3 will be discussed together because they both refer to elements that 

contribute to the adoption of virtual mobility.  

When Rogers (2003) discusses compatibility, he refers to adopters’ needs, values and prior 

experiences, among other elements. Adoption of virtual mobility appeared compatible with the 

needs and experiences of the participants, as they declared. PC3 believed that the positive 

reaction that they received from the faculty at the adoption time was mainly due to the positive 

experience the faculty had with the cooperation among those advocating initiation of PC. The 

element of prior experience played positively in adoption of virtual mobility for PC.  

The need to gather scholars of the field together was another reason of PB and PC initiation. 

This also is consistent with the compatibility criteria in DoI and the findings of the study by 

Groves & Zemel (2000). Scholars of both programs wanted to strengthen their network and 

virtual mobility was a convenient option.  

PB participants’ complaints, on the other hand, show that lack of experience with virtual 

mobility on the staff side can cause difficulty in adoption of virtual mobility. Rogers (2003) 

refers to complexity of innovation as an obstacle to adoption of innovation. Even though PB 

and PC were both implemented, some reported that they did not have experience with online 

presentation of courses, which can be regarded as source of resistance against adoption of 

virtual mobility. Groves & Zemel (2000) conclude in their study that adoption of innovation 

needs a systematic infrastructure including hardware, appropriate software and training, which 

is perceived by faculty. Shea et al (2005) argue that technical and human resource support can 

help dealing with the innovation complexity which is, to them, one of the greatest challenges 

of diffusing innovations. The virtual mobility adoption process at UiO was not provided with 

the systematic infrastructure in terms of training sessions and suitable online platform for virtual 

communication and human resource and technical support.    

Although Rogers declares that trialability and observability of innovations contribute to their 

adoption, the findings do not display this connection. Almost none of the participants received 

training sessions. It was repeatedly expressed that individuals were left on their own to figure 

out how to manage online presentation of the courses. PA had a technical support who had such 

responsibility. Others, however, did not get such technical support.  
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Even though lack of trialability and observability did not hinder adoption of virtual mobility at 

UiO, it added to the staff’s workload and dissatisfaction. The dissatisfaction, however, could 

be due to what P.T. Knight & Trowler, (2000) refer to as counter productivity of changes in 

recurrent practices, values, attitudes and taken-for-granted knowledge. It was reported that they 

could benefit from a training session and the process could go much easier. Salmon (2005) and 

Rogers (2003) confirm this, too, suggesting that an incremental approach towards innovation 

adoption (introducing innovation in well-rehearsed and easy steps) can help.  

Proposition 4: Staff with formal/informal power (opinion leaders/change agents) and their 

communication in formal/informal settings have a positive influence on the adoption of 

virtual mobility. 

It seems that collegiality is an important norm at UiO, as it is also visible on the strategy plan 

(University of Oslo, n.d.-c). Personal and personnel relationships played key roles in the 

adoption and initiations of virtual mobility projects and programs. This, in fact, complies with 

Rogers’ (2003) definition of opinion leaders; individuals with formal/informal power, at the 

center of an interpersonal communication network, who exemplify and express the system's 

structure. Renes & Strange (2011) confirm this view, adding that informal processes such as 

informal lunch discussions and gatherings often promote the adoption of a new idea. The 

findings of the present thesis show that the communication channels used were mainly informal 

conversation and emails. Formal channels of communication such as formal meetings usually 

happened during the implementation process. Hence, it seems fair to reckon that the fourth 

proposition was positively supported by the results.  

This argument can be approached from another angle, as well. In the absence of a top-down 

strategy plan on adoption of virtual mobility, any project could be subject to discontinuity. PA1 

and PC3 believed that a stronger role of the faculty or institution in implementing virtual 

mobility projects can ensure their survival. Bolden, Petrov, and Gosling (2009) investigate 

leadership at universities and argue that even though most of the literature promotes a bottom-

up, horizontal influence, the top-down leadership is equally (if not more) significant in terms 

of how leadership is actually enacted and perceived within universities. Personal and personnel 

relationships might be necessary for adoption of virtual mobility projects, but it does not seem 

enough. PA participants reported the need for “multiple players” and more “staff capacity,” 

which seems achievable if the project is anchored in faculty or institution level. PA2, 

nevertheless, treated possibility of top-down approach with caution. PA2 argued that once the 
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process gets standardized, the implementation process would slow down to a great degree. The 

example provided by PA2 was the efficiency and pace of the PA project in comparison to other 

projects that were funded by SIU. When the other projects were processing the standardized 

routine for physical mobility, the virtual mobility project of PA was already in action. This is 

supported by Lueddeke (1999) when he discusses the elements of change, encouraging collegial 

and collaborative (vs. managerial) decision making. It seems fair, however, to receive further 

support and investment from the institution in order to guarantee the continuity of projects.      

Proposition 5: Extensive knowledge of virtual mobility have a positive effect on the 

adoption of virtual mobility.  

Proposition 6: Presence of support from peers and technical assistance confirm 

implementation of virtual mobility.  

Propositions 5 and 6 will be discussed together because they both refer to elements of decision-

making process.  

When it comes to the decision-making process, Rogers (2003) introduces a linear route; 

knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation and confirmation, with varying duration at 

each stage. To Rogers, it is logical that extensive knowledge of innovation positively influences 

its adoption. However, Lyytinen & Damsgaard (2001) show that access to full information 

about an innovation does not necessarily lead to adoption of that innovation. It seems that this 

is valid the opposite way, as well. Some participants expressed that they did not have much 

knowledge about virtual mobility, yet, this did not hinder them from its adoption despite some 

challenges.  

Nevertheless, adoption of innovation in spite of lack of knowledge can be due to the fact that 

the adoption is pushed down through a top-down command or as Bolden and colleagues (2009) 

put it “top-down influence”, which applies to PB case. There was another actor who approached 

the university with the collaboration plan and the faculty was demanded to initiate the online 

cooperation with participating universities.  

Scholars such as Rogers (2003), Shea et al., (2005) and Groves & Zemel, (2000) affirm that 

technical support, peer recommendations and subjective opinions from trusted friends and 

colleagues play a positive role in adoption of innovations. PA participants reported that the 

technical support they received inside and outside the classroom during the implementation was 
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quite helpful. The others who did not receive such support claimed it could make the process 

easier for them if they were provided with training and technical support.  

As for peer support, PA1 reported that the fact that the head of the department had previous 

experience in the application of technology for teaching and learning played a positive role in 

giving support to PA. The offered support for PC was also associated by the faculty’s positive 

experience with previous collaboration between people involved in initiation of PC.  

On the other hand, PA is an example that shows that the presence of support and extensive 

knowledge does not guarantee the continuity of the project. Effective elements in this regard 

can be named such as the vulnerability of projects when they are based on personal 

relationships, as discussed previously. Even though the project had a successful beginning 

according to its participants, a number of issues drove the project towards a physical mobility 

at the third year of implementation. Among the factors at play is the fact the co-founder from 

the participating university left the project and it was challenging to find common grounds with 

the replacement.  

6.2 Main reflections  

This study began with the question: How is virtual mobility adopted and implemented at UiO? 

The question was approached within the framework of DoI theory by Rogers (2003), which led 

to the formulation of six propositions with the aim of systematic investigation of acting 

elements. 

The study showed that in the absence of top-down strategy towards internationalization at home 

and virtual mobility at UiO, opinion leaders appear to play a rather notable role in initiation of 

projects with orientation of virtual mobility. Opinion leaders’ prior experiences and 

relationships with colleagues over the borders seem to contribute to diffusion of innovation in 

terms of internationalization and adoption of virtual mobility. However, initiation of a project 

based on personal and personnel relationship has shown to have some disadvantages.  

Moreover, in line with the role of opinion leaders, communication channels seem to be mostly 

of informal nature. In other words, discussions around adoption of virtual mobility at the 

program levels seem to mostly occur in informal meetings, based on friendship/colleague 

relationships.     
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It is also understood that whereas receiving support from peers and technical staff may assist 

implementation of virtual mobility, it does not guarantee the project’s continuation. It is 

reported by staff that a top-down influence e.g. in terms of extending staff capacity may ensure 

the projects’ continuity.   

Finally, Rogers’ stress on the importance of prior experience with the innovation, undertaking 

a trial session and seeking further knowledge after exposure to the innovation does not seem so 

relevant in this study. Individuals with or without prior familiarity with virtual mobility both 

reported they managed to tackle technical issues with/without support; however, it is important 

to note that the nature of virtual mobility was reported rather basic in two of three cases.    

Overall, adoption and implementation of virtual mobility at UiO seems to be undertaken in a 

bottom-up fashion, blossoming from personal relationships. When the ICT side of the virtual 

mobility is not complicated the implementation may proceed without major issues. However, 

the continuation of projects may need further support from faculty/university. The findings of 

the study might be useful for universities to approach virtual mobility with a clearer perspective 

and vision.  

6.3 Limitations of the study 

Innovation, as Damanpour and Schneider (2006) outline, is a complex construct and it is 

impossible to capture all of its facets in a single study. This thesis, therefore, has several 

limitations that should be considered. 

First, the present thesis focused on the adoption of virtual mobility at UiO; however, the number 

of programs with a virtual dimension is so limited that the researcher had to expand the concept 

of virtual mobility. In its initial conceptualization, virtual mobility was defined as a set of ICT-

supported activities, embedded at the institutional level, that realized or facilitated international, 

collaborative experiences in the context of teaching and learning (2.2 Virtual mobility). Further 

investigation in the field, nevertheless, displayed a need to broaden the concept even more. 

Since UiO does not regulate activities with the virtual mobility dimension, departments, namely 

individuals, are given the freedom to initiate such projects. Thus, the virtual mobility activities 

are not embedded at the institutional level but at the program level.  
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Secondly, adoption of innovation is a dynamic process and a longitudinal research can better 

shed light on its implementation and confirmation stages.    

Another limitation to the project concerns the target group of the virtual mobility activities. The 

target group of the offered courses/programs were mainly international students. To this thesis, 

virtual mobility is presented as a mode of promotion of internationalization at home. IaH is 

aimed for students and staff who cannot travel abroad, whereas at UiO students subject to virtual 

mobility and IaH were mainly international students who had already been subject to 

internationalization.     

Fourth, it is important to consider the date and time that three virtual mobility projects started. 

Many strategic changes have been undertaken since then. The Centre for Internationalization 

of Education (SIU) has merged with another agency and the new agency (the Norwegian 

Agency for International Cooperation and Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (Diku)) 

is responsible for the quality of Norwegian education. Diku promotes “development and 

innovation in education” and encourages “international cooperation and digital learning 

methods” (“About Diku,” n.d.). It seems that now integration of internationalization and the 

use of ICT in pursuit of higher quality is projected much more than before.  

Moreover, foundation of LINK at UiO shows that activities with a virtual mobility dimension 

face a better chance of adoption by UiO. The Centre for Learning, Innovation and Academic 

Development aims to promote learning and innovation in UiO’s education, networking across 

disciplines, and enhancing competence of teaching and learning (“About LINK,” 2018).   

6.4 Further Implications  

Despite the limitations of the thesis, there are implications for further research.  

First, the students’ role was not investigated in this study. However, all participants’ stress on 

the projects’ positive influence on students calls for a research dedicated to students output, 

before and after implementation of virtual mobility.      

Second, impact of centralization and decentralization on the adoption of innovation at UiO 

seems a wide area to investigate. The role of collegiality and its role in success or failure of 

projects implementation can also be included in the study.  
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Attachment 1: Semi-instructed interview 

guide 

Step 1: Greetings and asking for permission to record interview 

Step 2: Entering personal data (name, field, position at the department, years at this 

position/department, position at the time virtual mobility was adopted) 

Step 3: ask about the consent form terms, and sign the form  

Step 4: any questions about project? 

start interview 

Tell me about the program. How does it work?  

Topic one: virtual mobility attributes  

1. Were there any advantages of virtual mobility that attracted your attention? Were other 

advantages (economic/social), quality?  

2. How was virtual mobility suitable to your department? Was there any 

shortcomings/needs that virtual mobility could make up to? Was virtual mobility in line 

with department rules and values?  

3. Did anyone have prior experience with virtual mobility? Were there any training 

sessions/demo? How did they help? 

4. Were you aware of any other successful cases of virtual mobility adoption? How did 

you see their results? 

5. What was your very first impression? What helped you to form your attitude towards 

virtual mobility? 

Topic two: communication elements 

1. Were there formal meetings to discuss virtual mobility? How did it go?  



72 

 

2. Were there any informal conversations on virtual mobility? How did it affect your 

decision? 

3. Who supported the virtual mobility idea the most? How did his/her argumentations 

affect your and others decision? What was his/her position? 

Topic three: decision-making process 

1. How did you get informed of virtual mobility? did you seek more information on this? 

Why? 

2. What sources did you use to learn more about virtual mobility? What more do you know 

about virtual mobility? Did you learn this before adoption of virtual mobility or after it?  

3. Were there any people or other sources who offered you or encouraged you to seek more 

knowledge of virtual mobility? Who/what? 

4. Who else was involved in decision making (department head, program leader, phd 

student, etc) 

5. What persuaded you to adopt virtual mobility? What elements helped you reach your 

final decision?  

6. Was there anyone who directly or indirectly influenced your decision? Did you use your 

peers’ experiences?  

7. What was your motivation to adopt virtual mobility? 

8. At what stage did you get technical assistance? (before, during, after decision making)  

9. What were difficulties during implementation? How were they handled? What helped 

implementation of virtual mobility? 

10. What was the main reason you kept continuing this program? 

Topic four: extra bits 

1. Will you recommend virtual mobility to other departments? How will you describe it? 
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2. What do you think will help make best use of virtual mobility at this department? How 

about university? 

3. Do you remember any interesting accounts/stories that happened during decision 

making and adoption process?  

4. Do you have any questions? 

If you need to contact me, my email address is on consent form.  

 

Thank you for the time and valuable information 

 

Feb. 2019 
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Attachment 2: Consent letter  

Are you interested in taking part in the research project 

“Adoption of Virtual Student Mobility at University of Oslo? 

 

 

This is an inquiry about participation in a research project where the main purpose is to clarify 

how virtual mobility is adopted at University of Oslo. In this letter we will give you information 

about the purpose of the project and what your participation will involve. 

Purpose of the project 

This is a master thesis project that focuses on adoption and diffusion of virtual mobility at 

University of Oslo. Virtual mobility is an ICT-oriented teaching method at universities which 

connects two groups of classes from two different countries through online and virtual facilities. 

This method decreases the students and teachers need to travel physically to another country. 

This project studies how VM is used at this university.  

The collected data will be used only for the purpose of this project.  

Who is responsible for the research project?  

University of Oslo is the institution responsible for the project.  

Why are you being asked to participate?  

The sample of this project is selected based on adoption of VM. Two of UIO departments and 

study programs that use virtual mobility are identified and selected through research on UIO 

website. People who were involved in the decision making and adoption of VM receive this 

letter. The number of people is still not determined.  

What does participation involve for you? 

People who receive this letter are invited to an interview on this subject. The interview will last 

60-90 minutes and will be recorded. The questions will revolve around how the idea of VM 

adoption came up and the elements that helped its adoption. 
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To answer research questions, records, meetings minutes, and other participants’ answers will 

be examined as well. Approximately around 8-12 people will be interviewed. The number 

might change based on the number of people who agree to participate in interview.   

Participation is voluntary  

Participation in the project is voluntary. If you chose to participate, you can withdraw your 

consent at any time without giving a reason. All information about you will then be deleted. 

There will be no negative consequences for you if you chose not to participate or later decide 

to withdraw. In case you need to contact the student with this regard, here is the contact 

information. Email address: nayers@student.uv.uio.no   telephone number: 94844604 

Your personal privacy – how we will store and use your personal data  

We will only use your personal data (name, department, study program, years of holding this 

position) for the purpose(s) specified in this information letter. We will process your personal 

data confidentially and in accordance with data protection legislation (the General Data 

Protection Regulation and Personal Data Act).  

• Those who will have access to this information will be the student and supervisor.  

In order to ensure that participants will not be recognizable in publications, the names will be 

replaced by numbers and the departments or study programs names will also be replaced by 

numbers/letters. However, because of the limited number of programs with virtual element at 

UIO, there is a chance that the participants might be indirectly identifiable. Participants indeed 

can request to read through the data/report before it is published. 

What will happen to your personal data at the end of the research project?  

The project is scheduled to end May 2019. Your personal data and digital recordings will be 

deleted five months after the project is finished. It is aimed to publish an article within five 

months after the project is finished.  

Your rights  

So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you have the right to: 

• access the personal data that is being processed about you  

mailto:nayers@student.uv.uio.no
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• request that your personal data is deleted 

• request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified 

• receive a copy of your personal data (data portability), and 

• send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection 

Authority regarding the processing of your personal data 

What gives us the right to process your personal data?  

We will process your personal data based on your consent.  

Based on an agreement with University of Oslo, NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research 

Data AS has assessed that the processing of personal data in this project is in accordance with 

data protection legislation.  

Where can I find out more? 

If you have questions about the project, or want to exercise your rights, contact:  

• University of Oslo via Nayer Shahedifar (student: nayers@student.uv.uio.no) Mari 

Elken (supervisor: Mari Elken <mari.elken@nifu.no). 

• Our Data Protection Officer: Maren Magnus Voll 

• NSD – The Norwegian Centre for Research Data AS, by email: 

(personverntjenester@nsd.no) or by telephone: +47 55 58 21 17. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Project Leader    Student: Nayer Shahedifar 

Mari Elken 

 

mailto:personverntjenester@nsd.no


77 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Consent form  

I have received and understood information about the project Adoption of Virtual Student 

Mobility at University of Oslo and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. I give 

consent:  

 to participate in interview  

 for my personal data to be stored after the end of the project for three months for the 

purpose of publishing an article 

 for collected data to be published in a way that I may be indirectly identifiable 

I give consent for my personal data to be processed until the end date of the project, 30.04.2019  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

(Signed by participant, date) 
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Attachment 3: NSD approval  

 


