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Abstract
The International Association of Universities (IAU) is the only inclusive global university
association, its membership barriers are low, yet few universities are members despite
considerable benefits. What determines membership in this long-standing international
university alliance? Reviewing recent trends toward a more networked, stratified and
internationalized global higher education field, we argue that universities with a greater
need for legitimation and those ‘born’ into a global era are more likely to become
members of an inclusive international network like the IAU. Thus, we expect lower
status and younger universities to be more likely to join. We apply regression models to
test hypotheses implied by these arguments. Our findings are consistent with these
hypotheses, even after controlling for other factors. We discuss these findings using
neo-institutional arguments about legitimacy and imprinted logics and suggest potential
analytical avenues for further research.
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, higher education has become a highly interconnected and nested
global organizational field, in which the UNESCO-affiliated International Association of
Universities (IAU) occupies a prominent position as one of the first and the only genuinely
global and inclusive meta-organizations, i.e. organization that has other organizations as
members (Berkowitz and Bor 2017). Despite its broad range of missions and membership
benefits, membership in the IAU is strikingly low, with currently only 3.2%, or N = 551, of the
global higher education field (~16,978) being a full (institutional) member of the IAU. This
raises the question, what determines universities’ decision to join such a meta-organization in
global higher education?

To explain membership in the IAU, we are guided by two different but overlapping
theoretical traditions in organizational analysis. From a neo-institutional perspective, organi-
zations seek legitimacy, which often entails enacting an appropriate or ‘proper’ organizational
identity (Drori et al. 2006; March 1982; Meyer and Rowan 1977; Suchman 1995). The need to
display such proper identity is particularly evident in lower status and less affluent organiza-
tions. In the realm of higher education, looking like a “real” university is crucial, especially for
organizations lacking reputation (Hüther and Krücken 2016; Stensaker et al. 2019). For these
universities, joining the easy-to-enter and welcoming IAU is an attempt to enhance legitimacy
as well as visibility and to access its resources. By contrast, higher-status universities are less
likely to join the IAU. In an era of international rankings and a “world class” university
discourse, what constitutes a “real” university becomes more standardized and who are
perceived as the higher status universities becomes more evident (Buckner 2020; Frank and
Meyer 2020).

Thinking about historical eras and their influence on universities leads us to the imprinting
perspective. Stinchcombe (1965) argued that organizational structures and strategies were
heavily influenced by the conditions in which organizations were born, that is, by the dominant
and persistent institutional logics of the specific era in which they came into existence (Oertel
2018; Oertel and Söll 2017). Even though there are serious and ongoing debates as to what
constitutes internationalization (Buckner 2017, 2019, 2020; Knight 2014; Kosmützky and
Putty 2016), the post-World War II era clearly emphasizes internationalization in higher
education as a desideratum more so than in earlier time periods (Ramirez 2006; Chou et al.
2017; Parreira do Amaral 2010; Powell et al. 2017; Seeber et al. 2016; Stensaker et al. 2019).
In this perspective, one would expect younger universities to be more attracted to membership
in the IAU as a way of displaying commitment to internationalization, and thus, to looking like
a “proper” university. Older universities are more likely to rely on other and often more
exclusive strategies of internationalization, from entering into alliances with peer institutions to
marketing themselves for foreign students (Buckner 2020).

These perspectives overlap insofar as they both emphasize the importance of managing
organizational identity in accounting for organizational decisions. From these perspectives,
joining the IAU is organizational behavior influenced by legitimacy– seeking due to lower
status and to being born in the era of internationalization as a dominant institutional logic in
higher education.

In what follows, we first situate the International Association of Universities within global
higher education governance. Next, we elaborate the core arguments and their empirical
implications. Drawing on the IAU’s World Higher Education Dataset, we apply logistic
regression models to test these implications, controlling for a number of other variables that
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may also be influential. Our main findings are consistent with the core arguments. We discuss
these findings and conclude by reflecting on the challenges an inclusive meta-organization like
the IAU faces in the stratified and competitive global field of higher education.

Global higher education governance and the International Association
of Universities

Higher education worldwide has seen important changes in recent decades concerning both
universities themselves and their governance (Schofer and Meyer 2005). Universities have
recently been re-conceptualized from ‘specific organizations’ of public administration
(Musselin 2007) to ‘autonomous’, ‘normal’, ‘complete’, ‘real’, ‘formalized’ and even
‘empowered’ organizations (Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2000; Krücken and Meier
2006; Musselin 2009). As part of this process, universities increasingly have to display their
legitimacy while facing pressures to become more autonomous, accountable, excellent, rele-
vant, and international (Ramirez 2010). At the level of national governance, policymakers’
discourses have shifted from a focus on national development to one of global competitiveness
(Buckner 2017).

This leads to a situation where universities are increasingly in competition with each other
in a (global) race for reputation, revenues and researchers (Brankovic 2018b; Hazelkorn 2015;
Musselin 2018; Vukasovic and Stensaker 2018). Situated in such a global competitive field,
higher education has become the target of particular interest and policy directives. In particular,
national and international ratings and rankings (e.g. the Times Higher Education World
University Rankings) create new logics of quantification, comparison, distinction and stratifi-
cation (Espeland and Sauder 2007, 2016; Espeland and Stevens 2008). Furthermore, univer-
sities increasingly face a new environment characterized by a sprawling governance
architecture made of international and regional as well as governmental and non-
governmental actors organized in an international regime. For example, international higher
education conferences, national and regional higher education qualification frameworks as
well as regional recognition conventions have diffused dramatically in the past two decades
(Zapp and Ramirez 2019; Zapp et al. 2018).

Operating within this global educational regime, universities become more sensitive to their
place in the international status order. Universities are also more aware that internationalization
is very much favored in this global educational regime (Buckner and Zapp 2020; Zapp and
Lerch 2020; Buckner 2020). Thus, they have started to strategically position themselves
globally through inter-university networks or associations1 and elaborate internationalization
strategies (Brankovic 2018b; Seeber et al. 2016; Vukasovic and Stensaker 2018). The mobility
of staff and students, programs and campuses, internationalized curricula, international re-
search collaborations and partnerships have become routine features of the modern university
(Knight 2014; Powell et al. 2017; Ramirez 2006). As a result, universities, across countries,
band together to a degree unseen before. Brankovic (2018a), tracing the emergence of
university associations over time, finds 185 associations with most of them being regional
or global and burgeoning in the past two decades. Some of these associations are small and
exclusive, while others are large and span entire continents.

1 Even though some authors prefer one term over the other, for our study we do not distinguish between a
university network or an association but treat the two terms interchangeably.
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To summarize, universities increasingly operate in a competitive global environment in
which their place in an international status order is dramatized through regional and world
rankings. Within this global environment, internationalization is clearly favored. As organiza-
tional actors, universities have to showcase their legitimacy and are expected to be proactive
and make decisions to enhance their status. In this, membership in university alliances has
become an important mechanism to display legitimacy and upgrade organizational standing
(Gunn and Mintrom 2013; Brankovic 2018a). We now turn to the IAU as a prime example of
such alliances.

The International Association of Universities as a meta-organization
in global higher education

In the increasingly dense field of global higher education, the International Association of
Universities (IAU) is unique in many regards. Founded in 1950, it is the second oldest global
association concerned with universities,2 established prior to most regional and other interna-
tional associations that took off in the late 1950s and 1960s.

The IAU, an offspring of UNESCO, has been created as a forum for universities to come
together without representatives from national governments and it stands for a number of core
democratic values, most prominently, academic freedom. With a truly global mission that
reflects its affiliation with UNESCO, the IAU had long been the only association that accepts
members from all geographic areas of the globe. Further, with its inclusive mandate, the IAU is
unique compared to more recent associations whose membership is either confined by
geography (e.g. the Network of Universities from the Capitals of Europe - UNICA), mission
(Global University Network for Innovation) or “excellence” (e.g. the League of European
Research Universities - LERU) (Brankovic 2018a; Gunn and Mintrom 2013). Finally, unlike
many of the more recent specialized organizations, the IAU is also one of the few major
organizations in the field of higher education that works across various policy areas. It has
active involvement in discourses linked to internationalization, quality assurance, intercultural
learning, the use of technology or sustainable development.

Barriers to IAU membership are relatively low. Institutional characteristics of potential
members are almost all-encompassing; higher education institutions need to be recognized as a
public or private higher education institution and need to have undergone accreditation or
quality assurance. They are also required to confer a first terminal degree and need to have
completed at least three cohorts of students (IAU 2020). Membership fees are low. Small
universities from low-income countries start at €950 p.a. and a maximum of €3250 p.a. is
charged for large universities located in high-income countries (IAU 2020). In addition, if a
member is unable to pay its membership fee, it can stay listed as a member of IAU for up to
three years before its membership will end due to outstanding fees.

By contrast, there are several benefits of membership. Members take an active part in IAU’s
governance through voting and elections. They can access IAU’s international networks,
conferences, data, libraries and other media. They can take part in workshops and other
professional development formats such as leadership trainings and use them to liaise with
other universities. They benefit from trends analyses, specialized portals, advisory services,
training and peer-to-peer learning as well as global advocacy and representation (IAU 2020).

2 Only the Association of Commonwealth Universities is older.
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Moreover, the IAU explicitly highlights that members gain visibility through their affiliation,
presumably increasing the status of their members.

As an inclusive, open, global and non-expensive organization with considerable benefits,
we see the IAU as an almost ideal-typical meta-organization, i.e. an organization that has other
organizations as members (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008). Meta-organizations have be-
come an important concept in organization studies where it helps understand organizational
field construction and composition as well as organizational behavior and inter-organizational
relations (Ahrne and Brunsson 2005, 2008; Berkowitz and Bor 2017). These are emerging
questions also in higher education where university behavior is undergoing strategic changes
and inter-university relations are being globally reshuffled, especially when considering the
growing number of higher education meta-organizations in the form of inter-university
associations (Brankovic 2018a).

Considering IAU’s characteristics and status as the only genuinely global higher education
meta-organization, it should, in principle, attract members from all countries and all strata of
higher education systems alike. However, only a small percentage, 3.2% or N = 551, of the
global higher education field (N = 16,978) has joined the IAU as full (institutional) members. It
seems that membership in university associations, even in situations of low entrance barriers,
involves a more complex process. In what follows we set forth our core arguments about IAU
membership determinants and present the data with which we test the related hypotheses.

Explaining membership in the International Association of Universities

Following our interest to investigate why some universities are more likely to become
members of the IAU, we contend that universities in greater need for legitimacy are especially
driven towards membership. This view is based on the two previously outlined arguments
from neo-institutional theory and the imprinting perspective in organizational research. Fol-
lowing these approaches, we develop two matching hypotheses that are the basis for our
subsequent analysis.

Our first argument emphasizes the importance of legitimacy for organizations. This core
idea in organizational theory sees meta-organizations as an important means for members to
gain legitimacy. It also resonates with neo-institutional theories where organizational structures
and policies are legitimation-seeking exercises, not simply technical rational ones (Meyer and
Rowan 1977; Bromley and Powell 2012). In this approach, organizations are embedded in a
cultural environment that provides models, which indicate appropriate behavior and thus
supply legitimacy. As organizations seek legitimacy, they undertake activities in line with
these models to act in accordance with generally-accepted rules and norms. In this, legitimacy
is the support that the environment provides to an organization based on the appropriateness of
its actions (Suchman 1995). In the context of global higher education, top universities enjoy
abundant legitimacy; they are even the templates for organizational reform around the globe
(Buckner 2020). Those not in the top of global rankings, however, are more likely in need for a
strong external basis for their legitimacy. In addition, being on top of international rankings
also tends to go hand in hand with more organizational capacity and resources. This means that
those universities that are ranked in the top of rankings should be less in need of the services
and resources provided by the IAU, especially the increased visibility and the opportunity for
networking. Thus, membership in the IAU should be more attractive to those universities that
do not do well in international rankings.
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H1: Universities that are ranked in the top of international rankings are less likely to join the
IAU.

In a related vein, young universities that have been created in a time when the international-
ization trend was especially strong can be expected to be more strongly inclined to join the
IAU. As these younger organizations have to catch up to the older and more established
universities that shape the dominant models in the global higher education field, they use the
globalized narrative of excellent and international universities to signal their legitimacy
(Buckner and Zapp 2020; Buckner 2020; Oertel and Söll 2017; Stensaker et al. 2019). This
resonates with the concept of imprinted institutional logics, an idea that has proven useful in
explaining similarities in organizational structure and behavior within and across fields and
periods (Thornton et al. 2012). Combining the imprinting concept with institutional logics, we
emphasize the crucial role of inceptive phases together with the importance of ideational and
cognitive forces that motivate organizational behavior (Waeger and Weber 2019). In this
perspective, logics have strong legacies. For example, analyzing corporate social responsibility
activities in a large sample of Chinese companies, Raynard et al. (2013) find that cognitive
frames reflect a state logic that was more dominant in an earlier era, and argue that the earlier
frame, once imprinted, remained salient. Similarly, the time of university creation has an
influence on the way it adapts to an existing environment and signals its status and belonging
(Zapp and Lerch 2020; Oertel 2018; Oertel and Söll 2017). In this sense, younger universities
are more likely to look to international organizations such as the IAU to seek legitimacy and
use the IAU’s prominent and unique status in global higher education governance and its link
to UNESCO to augment their standing and underline their participation in the global organi-
zational field of higher education.

H2: Younger universities are more likely to be IAU members.

Data and methodology

We draw on the World Higher Education Database (WHED), which has been created and
updated by the IAU in collaboration with UNESCO since the 1950s. The WHED is the most
comprehensive and authoritative dataset on universities worldwide. The data provided is for
the most-recent year and thus only cross-sectional. The data for our study refers to the years
2016–2017. The original dataset comprises information on N = 16,978 colleges and universi-
ties from 191 countries and independent territories. The information is provided to the IAU by
official public sources and complemented by IAU staff through direct contact with higher
education institutions. Information comprises, among others, full original and English titles,
founding dates, type of funding and legal status (private vs public), student enrollment and
formal organizational structure as well as curricula. All higher education institutions included
offer at least a 3–4 years first terminal degree (ISCED 6A/B).

This rich dataset does, however, have some limitations.3 First, public institutions may be
overrepresented as they more readily enter public records than private higher education
institutions. Second, the IAU updates the data every year but uses a specific regional focus
each year for the update. The 2018 update, for example, focused on Asia and the Middle East.

3 See also: http://whed.net/home.php (06.04.2020)
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Consequently, there might be a difference of up to 5 years between regions with regard to the
timeliness of the information. Finally, the database relies on data reported by public authorities
and higher education institutions themselves. As the IAU is not responsible for data collection,
some data might include elements of organizational window-dressing. However, even with
these limitations the data from the WHED still represents the most comprehensive and reliable
dataset on higher education institutions in the world.

Analysis and variables

Outcome variable Our dependent variable is institutional membership in the IAU. We only
use institutional membership (N = 551) for 2016, and discard all affiliated, associated or
organizational members (N = 111).4 There are three reasons for this sampling strategy. First,
higher education institutions make up the largest part of the membership body. Second, all
other types of members may also include other meta-organizations (e.g. university associa-
tions) or individuals. Third, the IAU was originally created to provide a meta-organization in
which universities could organize without the involvement of national governments. Histor-
ically, higher education institutions are the main audience of the IAU. Consulting with the
IAU, we have been reassured that each member re-assesses its membership on a regular basis
and that there are no dormant memberships (a situation that would hamper the robustness of
our analysis).

Key predictors We use the results of the Times Higher Education (THE) World University
Ranking (WUR) from 2018 to indicate university status. We draw on the THE WUR as it is
one of the most comprehensive rankings, yet does not methodologically overlap with our own
predictors (THE WUR 2020). We select the top 500 universities in the world as our cut-off
point. Age is defined by years of existence based on the universities’ founding date through
2017 (WHED 2020). We use a z-transformed variable for age. Alternatively, we run a model
with a binary age/ cohort variable using 1990 as a cutting value (see Appendix table A2), yet
results show almost no difference.

Control variables We control for a number of other organizational and country-level vari-
ables. Regional coding assesses the university’s location and is based on the UN classification
of world regions. Given IAU’s founding context, we use Europe as a reference category.

The distinction of university type, i.e. private (not-for-profit) versus public, is based on
IAU’s classification of universities’ legal status. We use public universities as a reference as
private universities were less prominent at IAU’s onset.

We also use a logged student enrollment measure to test for the effect of universities’ size.
In doing so, we excluded some outliers.

We draw on a widely used index to compare political systems, the Polity IV Index, to
measure whether the level of democracy of a country in which a university is situated has an
impact on its likelihood to join the IAU. Polity IV ranges from −10 (highly autocratic) to +10

4 IAU has four categories of members: 1) institutions, which is by far the largest category and the one that we are
interested in. This category comprises those universities that are full IAUmembers, 2) organizations such as other
national, regional or global higher education associations, 3) affiliates such as non-governmental organizations or
networks in education, and 4) associates such as individuals collaborating with the IAU on a project-basis. See
also: https://www.iau-aiu.net/Members (06.04.2020)
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(highly democratic) (Center for Systemic Peace 2018). We use a high level of democracy as a
reference based on IAU’s core values.

Lastly, we control for the level of internationalization of a university measured
through three indicators of university organizational structure that cater to the task of
internationalization. First, through a binary variable we ascertain whether a university
has an international office as indicated in the WHED (WHED 2020). Second, we
code the prevalence of a variety of international studies in the curriculum based on
WHED (2020) data on degree designations (e.g. international relations, area studies,
international business administration). Our variable captures the existence of at least
one explicitly international study program as a binary variable. We also built models
with a metric variable describing the total number of international study programs as a
share of the total teaching portfolio yet results show no difference (see Buckner and
Zapp 2020; Zapp and Lerch 2020 for details). Third, we include a control for
membership in regional university associations (see Buckner and Zapp 2020; Zapp
and Lerch 2020 for details). Based on membership directories, we coded a binary
variable indicating whether a university is a member in a regional association (e.g. the
European University Association).

Model Logistic regression is appropriate for modeling the likelihood of membership preva-
lence and estimating the magnitudes of effects for various predictors. However, basic
logistic regression models are unable to adequately account for data that result from
cluster sampling within universities and countries. The WHED includes such data. We
use multilevel modeling to achieve a more accurate estimation of university-level
effects within separate countries (i.e., within-country effects), as well as accurate
estimations of the unique influences of the university environment.

We run multi-level binary logistic regressions with fixed effects in order to handle the
nested data (i.e. membership of universities located in countries) (Wong and Mason 1985). We
chose fixed effects due to the large sample size and an explicit interest in the covariates. The
full estimated model takes the following equation:

Y ij ¼ β0 þ β1Aij þ β2Bij þ β3IOij þ β4Mij þ β5ISij þ β6Zij þ εij þ β7W j þ μ j

where Yij is the measure of membership for university i in country j. Aij describes the age for an
institution i in country j and Bij its status rank. IOij describes whether an institution i in country
j has an international office, Mij whether an institution i in country j is member of a regional
university association and ISij whether an institution i in country j has an internationalized
curriculum. Zij represents controls at the organizational level and εij the residuals at the
organizational level. Wj represents control variables at the country level and μj the residuals
at the macro-level.

Table 1 below provides descriptive statistics for all variables. Table A 1 in the appendix
provides a correlation matrix for all independent variables with no problematic associations
observed. As we have a very large sample, Appendix A also shows a boot-strapped model to
warrant accuracy of our interpretations. We also recognize the limitations that our cross-
sectional design has, as it does not allow us to ascertain the direction of some associations. For
example, IAU membership may drive some organizational efforts to internationalize or,
reversely, these organizational characteristics have an influence on the likelihood to become
a member of the IAU. Therefore, we caution against strong causal interpretations.
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Results

Table 2 provides a synopsis of IAU members by region.5 The percentage of membership for
each region relates to the proportion of universities from that region which are IAU members.
Interestingly, membership is comparatively high in Africa, the Middle East and Northern
Africa, Western and Eastern and Central Europe as well as Oceania, while North American
and Latin American universities are least represented in the IAU.

What Table 2 indicates is that membership in the IAU is not driven by those regions with
universities that command the most attention in global rankings and in discourses about world-
class universities. This descriptive finding suggests that joining the IAU may be due to factors
other than the centrality of a national higher education system within a global environment.

We present our statistical model to examine the hypotheses advanced earlier. The model
tests the legitimacy hypotheses with our controls including those focusing on university
internationalization (Table 3).

Our model shows that both of the main hypotheses are confirmed. Being ranked among the
THE Top 500 universities significantly lowers the likelihood for IAU membership with a
moderate effect size (B = −.69***). The effect for age is smaller, yet also significant, and it
follows the expected direction (B = −.12**): The younger a university, the more likely it will
join the IAU.

Table 1 Sample description

N Me std min max

Key Predictors
status 16,978 0 1
age 16,576 58 67 2 1284
World Regions
Asia 16,978 0.27 0.44 0 1
CEE & Central Asia 16,978 0.10 0.30 0 1
Western Europe 16,978 0.11 0.31 0 1
Latin America 16,978 0.22 0.42 0 1
MENA 16,978 0.05 0.22 0 1
North America 16,978 0.14 0.35 0 1
Sub-Saharan Africa 16,978 0.06 0.24 0 1
Organizational controls
type 16,978 0 1
area 16,978 0 7
size 12,715 10,758 31,672 7 1.4 M
Internationalization controls
regional membership 16,978 0 1
international office 16,978 0 1
international curriculum 16,978 0 1
Country-level controls
Polity IV 16,978 .86 .35 −10 10

Codes refer to: type: 0 = private; 1 = public; area, regional membership, international office, curriculum, excel-
lence: 0 = No; 1 = Yes; Polity IV: −10 =most undemocratic; 10 =most democratic

5 Since our dataset represents a quasi-census of the global higher education organizational population, we do not
run any t-test to control for significant differences.
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Table 2 IAU membership by area

Africa Asia Eastern
and
Central
Europe

Middle
East and
Northern
Africa

North
America

Latin
America
and
Caribbean

Oceania Western
Europe

Total

members count 61 122 83 102 33 40 15 95 551
% within

IAU
member-
ship

11.1 22.1 15.1 18.5 6.0 7.3 2.7 17.2 100.0

% within
area

6.3 2.2 4.0 9.7 1.6 1.1 12.0 5.8 3.2

Table 3 Estimates for IAU membership determinants

Estimates

Key Predictors
top 500 −.69***

(.19)
age −.12**

(.05)
Area Controls
Area (Reference: Western Europe)
Africa −1.07*

(.52)
Asia −.60

(.60)
Eastern & Central Europe −1.29*

(.56)
Middle East & Northern Africa −2.66***

(.73)
North America .77

(.65)
Latin America & Caribbean −1.02

(1.02)
Oceania −3.74***

(.88)
Organizational controls
public university .64*

(.27)
size −.08

(.05)
democratic country .61

(.46)
Internationalization controls
international office 0.72***

(.17)
international curriculum 0.50*

(.23)
regional member 1.87***

(.30)
constant .65*

(.47)

Standard error in parentheses; N = 12,715;

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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The results show that the status and age of the university continue to show the expected
effects, even when controlling for international office, internationalized curriculum and re-
gional association membership. That is, lower status and younger universities were more likely
to join, irrespective of the influence of organizational efforts by the university to
internationalize.

Controls yield some interesting findings. University size and whether the university is
located in a more democratic polity are inconsequential, at least treated as isolated variables.
This is a somewhat surprising finding, since the IAU promotes core democratic values that
should have made it less attractive to universities in more autocratic polities. However, it may
well be that some universities in autocratic polities join because their aspirations are more
democratic than those of their political regime.6 In addition, we find that public universities are
more likely candidates for IAU membership. Lastly, relative to Western Europe, being situated
in Oceania, Eastern & Central Europe, Africa and the Middle East & Northern Africa shows
significant negative effects on the likelihood of membership. This is somewhat surprising
compared to the previously presented descriptive statistics on the spatial distribution of IAU
membership.

Discussion

Despite the general trend towards more internationalization, its low-entry costs and sizable
benefits, the IAU attracts only a few universities as members today. At the same time, the IAU
is one of the oldest university associations in the world and it has a solid core of universities as
members. This paper offers explanations as to why these join and others not. We rely on ideas
from neo-institutional and organizational imprinting theories. We used arguments from socio-
logical neo-institutionalism to focus on the wider environment and see organizational devel-
opments as attuned to the changes in the rules or standards of the organizational field focusing
specifically on legitimacy. We also used arguments from organizational imprinting to call
attention to the influence of the dominant institutional logic at the founding of the organization.

What our findings suggest is that the influence of the wider field is greater on those
universities with an increased need for legitimacy and external validation of their university
identity. The impact is also higher on those for which the logic of internationalization is most
compelling as a means of identity validation.

Let us briefly reflect on each of these core findings. First, the need for external legitimacy
has been a key determinant for the likelihood of joining the IAU. In this regard, high status
universities may be more immune, and even if inclined, may prefer not to join a globally
inclusive meta-organization. In the stratified global field of higher education, the more
prestigious universities may prefer to stick to each other in more exclusive networks such as
small alliances that only admit very selected and “excellent” members (Gunn and Mintrom
2013; Brankovic 2018a). Birds of the same feathers may indeed flock together, especially if
the feathers are already esteemed. This may explain why we find that the less prestigious
universities are more likely to become members. The top 500 of the THE WUR do not need
the IAU to validate their legitimate identity as a university. Their legitimacy is derived from
their globally validated excellence via their standing in world rankings and from the generally
more positive perception enjoyed by the more established universities (Christensen et al.

6 We would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing this out to us.
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2018). Joining an inclusive and heterogeneous association such as the IAU is not seen as
gaining them more status and distinction as suggested by the meta-organization literature
(Ahrne and Brunsson 2008). Instead, these organizations create their own associations such as
the League of European Research Universities (LERU) signaling exclusiveness and boundary-
drawing (Brankovic 2018a).Our analysis of IAU membership reveals the ongoing process of
higher education stratification at a global scale by adding “associational structure” to a process
that has thus far mainly been analyzed in terms of global rankings (Hazelkorn 2015).

While having a recognized status makes IAU membership less likely, young age is
positively associated with membership in the IAU. This might be explained by the fact that
younger universities are less likely to have these reputational advantages and more likely to
display internationalization commitments via membership in an inclusive meta-organization.
They see such membership as legitimacy-enhancing and as a potential source of resources to
grow their reputation.

At the same time, we point to another potential reason for why younger universities join the
IAU. We argue that universities ‘born’ into an internationalized era are confronted with a
different institutional logic made of era-specific cognitive frames (Raynard et al. 2013;
Thornton et al. 2012). In this perspective, universities reflect the dominant logic that prevails
during their formative phase. In the case of universities, internationalization can certainly be
considered a powerful narrative that steadily increased its relevance in the last decades
(Buckner and Zapp 2020; Zapp and Lerch 2020; Buckner 2017, 2020). We extend the research
on the environmental penetration of universities that has so far shown effects on universities’
diversity strategies as well as study programs and structure (Oertel 2018; Buckner and Zapp
2020; Zapp and Lerch 2020) by directing attention to universities’ internationalization deci-
sions that can partly be explained by contemporary expectations of what constitutes a ‘proper’
university. The additional finding that IAU membership is associated with international offices
and curricula as well as regional memberships indicates an emerging ‘internationalist’ type of
university. While the literature highlights that internationalization has multiple meanings for
different universities and is articulated in different ways (Buckner and Zapp 2020; Zapp and
Lerch 2020; Ramirez 2006; Buckner 2020; Seeber et al. 2016; Stensaker et al. 2019), the
correlation between these variables indicates that there is a cluster of institutions that increas-
ingly embrace the aim to connect across boundaries.

Conclusion

This paper empirically identified the determinants of meta-organizational membership in the
IAU, the only global and inclusive meta-organization in higher education. By focusing on
organizational legitimacy and imprinted legacies of institutional logics, we unpacked what
type of universities are more likely to join the IAU. Our aim with this study was to better
understand the increasing global associational structure and stratification in higher education.

Our findings indicate that in a fragmented and stratified global organizational field, of
which higher education is a prime example, characterized by increasing internationalization
but also growing organizational competition, those universities that are in need of external
legitimation are more likely to join the IAU. We explained the relevance of these factors by
relating them to theories of organizational legitimacy and imprinted logics. The former looks
to the wider environment and sees organizational developments as attuned to the changes in
the rules or standards of the organizational field, particularly the search for legitimacy. The
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latter is used to make sense of why organizations seem to be influenced by the dominant
institutional logic at the time of their foundation.

Our analysis highlights the challenges that the IAU but also other more inclusive meta-
organizations face in an increasingly globally stratified organizational field like higher educa-
tion. They have to maintain their own legitimacy and increase their constituency through
inclusiveness and openness, while remaining attractive to those organizations that embrace
global competition and are among the strongest and most prestigious players in the field. This
is a delicate balance to strike especially in the context of an increasing number of more
exclusive international university networks. Given the limitation of our study, the phenomenon
of meta-organizations in higher education clearly demands future research. This includes, for
example, longitudinal studies of membership dynamics in different types of alliances that go
beyond the cross-sectional assessment that we could provide. Moreover, it is worth investi-
gating the question how membership dynamics influence the activities, policies, and organi-
zational processes of the networks themselves. Overall, a growing focus on university alliances
using a meta-organizational perspective can contribute to a better understanding of both key
dynamics in the organizational field of higher education especially regarding processes of
internationalization and stratification in global higher education.
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