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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

Internationalisation has become a defining feature of higher education, Received 3 November 2025

intended to enrich institutions and foster global competencies among Accepted 20 July 2026

students and staff. Yet, despite its promise, internationalisation remains

shaped by neoliberal and colonial dynamics, generating both | N
o a nternatlonallsatlon,

opportunities and challenges for those who cross academic and cultural Inclusion; Diversity; Social

borders. This study explores the holistic experiences of five early-career  jystice; Early career

academics (ECA) navigating internationalisation in higher education. academics

Drawing on border and boundary crossing theories, alongside a

feminist critical lens, we examine how personal, linguistic, and

institutional transitions shape identities and professional trajectories.

We employed a collaborative autoethnographic approach, reflecting on

our experiences as international ECA. Data were generated through

structured storytelling and collective dialogue across nine online

sessions, fostering shared reflection and critical incident analysis. A

collaborative ‘Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats’

(SWQT) framework guided the data analysis, leading to a multi-layered

interpretative analysis of the tensions, insights, and negotiated

understandings emerging from our discussions. However, attempting to

frame our experiences within the SWOT model revealed its limitations

and became a site of epistemic resistance, prompting reflection,

emotion, and transformation. Thus, findings cover the original SWOT

(utilising the SWOT framework) and a modified SWOT (troubling the

SWOT framework). Our discussion highlights how the process of

internationalisation, when viewed through feminist and boundary-

crossing lenses, exposes the tensions and discomfort of navigating in-

between academic, cultural, and personal spaces. In conclusion, we

advocate for a shift towards holistic internationalisation — a human-

centred approach that recognises the personal dimensions of academic

mobility and the importance of vulnerability, dialogue, and collective

learning. Our practical conclusion for other ECAs who have taken an

internationalisation route is to strongly encourage them to connect

with each other through community, unpack experiences, support each

other, and, as a result, engage in identity development.
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Introduction

Internationalisation has become one of the defining imperatives of higher education in the twenty-
first century (MacPhail & Lawson, 2020), being projected to enrich academic institutions and facilitate
the acquisition of global skills by students and staff (Culp et al., 2021). Strategies to achieve ‘inter-
nationalisation at home’ are commonly articulated in different forms, one being the recruitment
of international academics to enrich teaching, research, and institutional culture (Dewey & Duff,
2009). Current trends and future scenarios point to the continuing rapid and accelerating growth
of cross-border academic mobility (Marinoni & Pifa Cardona, 2024). Studies have shown that
early-career academics (ECAs) are particularly likely to engage in international mobility, often
driven - and pressured - by the imperative to strengthen their academic profiles and future
career prospects (Herschberg et al., 2018).

International mobility can yield substantial professional benefits, such as the impact of inter-
national experience on professional advancement; however, it also entails significant challenges
related to precarity, cultural adaptation, and the negotiation of work- life balance (Tas¢i, 2022). Fur-
thermore, academic mobility remains shaped by the same forces that continue to influence acade-
mia more broadly - as has been widely discussed - namely neoliberalism, colonialism, and
entrenched hierarchies (e.g. Grosfoguel, 2013). This is exemplified, for instance, by the predominance
of English as the lingua franca of academia, which has become the dominant working language even
in contexts where it is not the country’s first language (Marinoni & Pifa Cardona, 2024).

These realities of internationalisation shape opportunities and barriers alike for border-crossing
scholars. A growing body of research explores those realities and illustrates various facets of this
phenomenon. Williams and Berry (2016) investigated how academics who relocate across borders
must renegotiate their professional practices, knowledge frameworks, and sense of identity in
response to unfamiliar institutional cultures and expectations. In a similar note, intersections
among internationalisation, identity, and academic work were explored by Valerio et al. (2025)
who examined how ECAs negotiate and construct their identities when exploring perceptions of
professional self-worth, competence and effort in social interactions in practice while navigating
the complexities of working in an international context. Varea et al. (2025) and Varea et al. (2021),
provided further insights into the precarities of ECAs’ life and underscored how gender, mobility,
and professional vulnerability intersect in shaping these scholars’ trajectories. Similarly, in relation
to gender, Harding-Kuriger et al. (2024) have highlighted how the personal lives of international
postdoctoral women are particularly affected ‘due to financial constraints, lack of job security, and
concerns about the potential impact of parental leave’ (p.453) on their academic careers. Collectively,
this body of work highlights that internationalisation in academia extends far beyond curriculum
design or pedagogical innovation to become a profoundly personal and relational process that
reshapes identities and practices across borders.

Despite the abovementioned contributions, the experiences of international academics from a
holistic perspective remain underexplored. From our perspective, understanding how this process
affects their personal and academic lives as a whole is crucial (i.e. a holistic perspective). Internatio-
nalisation is not a neutral or purely institutional process. Rather, it is embodied and lived by the aca-
demics who navigate it, intersecting with their identities, languages, and positionalities. The move
across national borders frequently entails a move across linguistic, cultural, and institutional bound-
aries, requiring individuals to negotiate new professional expectations while adapting to different
social norms and often operating in a non-native language (e.g. Valerio et al., 2025).

In a globalised world where the flows of talent are highly valued, universities have tended to fore-
ground the benefits of international recruitment. Yet, less is understood about the challenges and
complexities experienced by ECAs as they attempt to establish themselves in unfamiliar contexts.
A critical examination of these crossings is necessary, not only to illuminate the personal dimensions
of internationalisation but also to inform institutional strategies that aim to support inclusivity,
equity, and sustainability in academic careers. Thus, our study seeks to expand the existing literature
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by focusing on the trajectories of five ECAs’ experiences of internationalisation from a holistic per-
spective. To fully consider that internationalisation experience, both border and boundary crossing
theories served us to draw comparisons between their main insights. In addition, we employ feminist
critical theory as an overarching lens that underpins the entirety of our work.

Beyond borders and boundaries: possibilities at the ‘grietas’

To conceptualise our autoethnographic work, we asked ourselves what has shaped the stories we
shared. In seeking an answer, we found ourselves positioned between two intertwined concepts:
border crossing and boundary crossing. We cannot fully understand one without the other. On
the one hand, we draw on border crossing theory to explain what it means to inhabit in-between
spaces. These in-between spaces are perceived and lived notions of navigating different social
spaces, places and/or cultures (e.g. Bhabha, 1994), the tensions that arise from the crossing of
national borders through academic migration. Tensions which often place us in positions of oppres-
sion (Piu, 2023), leaving us at the margins between the cultures we seek to embrace and our own. At
the same time, however, key ideas from boundary crossing theory come into play, providing us with
ways of surviving in that third space (when the in-between space becomes interactive, negotiated and
corresponds to a hybrid representation of a multiplicity of cultures; Bhabha, 1994). A third space
where we negotiate our identities through interactions across social and cultural boundaries.

The act of crossing a border is far more than a physical movement. It is often associated with phys-
ical borders and the constructs of political frontiers (Prokkola, 2009). However, sociology and cultural
studies see borders beyond this geographical perspective, to a more symbolic one (Lamont &
Molnar, 2002). Thus, borders can be related to interfaces among social or knowledge differences,
communities, nations, ethnicity, gender or even between professions, with a multiplicity of other
manifestations (Lamont & Molnar, 2002). This symbolic view of a border involves a negotiation of
identity and meaning for people crossing it, which was an identified point of connection among
us during our internationalisation process (e.g. who am | as an academic in a different country?).
As postulated by the work of the post-colonial scholar Homi Bhabha (1994), borders are spaces
where identities are performed and where cultural translation can contribute to novelty. Therefore,
‘border-crossers’ are empowered to disrupt and transform their knowledge and practices in new
ways that will contribute to the dynamic flow of the border. More than being defined in past and
present terms, a border is considered an unpredictable space, in constant evolution. Therefore, in
this study, we assume a ‘border’ as a dynamic flow of travels, interactions (of all types) and conjoint
constructions (e.g. of consciousness, knowledge, culture, etc.) (Giri, 2024). Understanding what cross-
ing-borders entails opens space for the detailed understanding of the interrelated boundaries, as
these add to the concept by considering ‘the baggage of the traveller.’

Boundary crossing typically refers to an individual’'s movement and engagement across diverse
contexts (Suchman, 1993). It can be understood as a sociocultural distinction that generates a
rupture or interruption in action or interaction (e.g. as emigrating from one country to another).
Yet, at the same time, boundaries imply a form of continuity: crossing into a different context
does not entail a complete separation from the original one. Within the discontinuity of having
paused our work or life in one setting to emigrate to another, exists an ongoing connection; the
decisions and experiences in one context continue to influence, and be influenced by, the other.
People at boundaries simultaneously belong to both contexts. It is the continuity within the disrup-
tion and the disruption of continuity that shape our identity and, eventually, enable us to challenge
existing notions and perceptions of reality (e.g. question existing hierarchies or power structures).
Therefore, we argue that the concept of boundary crossing in academic migration helps to
nurture the third space and confront oppression.

According to Edwards and Fowler (2007), analyses of boundaries, informed by postmodern, post-
structuralist, post-colonial, and feminist perspectives, emphasise the marginal and the decentred as
alternative viewpoints, challenging the dominant discourses and power structures of the centre.
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Nevertheless, for this to take place, it is crucial to think of living within boundaries as a learning
opportunity. However, for this learning to happen, we echo the conceptualisation of boundaries
as dialogical phenomena (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011); suggesting that our ways of thinking, construct-
ing meaning, and learning always occur in relation to others. In other words, the learning that would
allow people at the boundary to challenge dominant structures can only take place through the
engagement of multiple perspectives and diverse participants. Yet, as we have argued, internationa-
lisation does not occur in a neutral terrain; it unfolds within capitalist, sexist, and colonial systems.
Systems that (re)produce colonial and patriarchal practices, based on epistemological racism-
sexism, through hierarchical actions sustained by dynamics of privilege-oppression (Grosfoguel,
2013), revealing that border and boundary crossings are always already entangled with relations of
power (Yuan & Yang, 2020). In other words: we don't just ‘learn at the boundary.” We struggle,
resist, and survive it.

In this sense, we find value in the feminist decolonial thinking of Walsh (2015, 2017), particularly
her invitation to think from the ‘grietas’, i.e. the cracks that fracture dominant logics yet open spaces
where other ways of being and knowing are possible. Thinking from the ‘grietas’ (cracks) also means
recognising the importance of voice - of speaking from the spaces that fracture dominant narratives.
This resonates with the work of Black feminist poet and theorist Audre Lorde (2000), whose poem A
Litany for Survival speaks for ‘those of us’ at the edges, for people who live in-between and are not
always meant to be heard. Lorde’s ‘those of us’ echoes our own experiences of inhabiting ‘third
spaces,’ where survival requires voice, even when that voice unsettles. From this perspective, femin-
ism becomes not only a critique of injustice but also a practice of survival. In fact, Ahmed (2017,
p. 236) calls feminism a ‘killjoy survival kit,” as it gives us language to name discomfort, injustice,
and silence. And, as bell hooks (2000, p. 71) beautifully writes, ‘feminist thinking teaches us all,
especially, how to love justice and freedom in ways that foster and affirm life.’

For us, embracing feminism means recognising borders and boundaries not only as sites of learn-
ing but as spaces where emotions, solidarities, and embodied struggles matter. The ‘grietas’ are the
lived expressions of border and boundary crossings, making visible the power relations that organise
internationalisation and opening spaces where marginal, oppressed, and in-between positions gen-
erate knowledge, resilience, and transformative possibilities. In inhabiting these ‘grietas,” we create
our own spaces of fracture, enabling alternative knowledge and practices to emerge. Together,
borders, boundaries, and ‘grietas’ provide us with the theoretical lenses through which we explore
our holistic experiences as ECAs navigating internationalisation in higher education.

Methods

In this collaborative autoethnography (Chang et al., 2013), we position ourselves as boundary crossers
- individuals inhabiting the in-between spaces of diverse academic, cultural, and personal contexts.
A collaborative autoethnography was selected as we intended to shed a light on our personal lived
experiences (auto), while navigating moments of (mis)understanding, (dis)connection, or cultural
contrast (ethno), through a description of a concurrent collaborative account (Chang et al., 2013)
of how these can become valuable opportunities for learning, reflection, and identity development
(graphy) (Ellis et al., 2011).

Data generation

Data were generated grounded in dialogue and collaborative reflection as key mechanisms in
boundary learning, through a structured storytelling process (Chiu-Ching & Chan, 2009). We devel-
oped a reflection prompt based on our experience as ECAs working abroad to write a short narrative:
‘Tell us a story about a time when you felt your personal identity enhanced or challenged your pro-
fessional identity as being and becoming an international early-career academic’. This prompt was
designed collaboratively to elicit critical incidents (Wight, 1995), i.e. important moments when
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participants became especially aware of how their personal identity and professional identity
influenced each other, often as a consequence of facing new cultural settings, unfamiliar institutions,
or working in a different language (both literally and metaphorically). By focusing on these moments
of boundary crossing, the prompt encouraged us to explore how our identities were disrupted,
reshaped, or affirmed in interaction with others and across contexts.

A total of five online meetings were conducted between September 2024 and January 2025, one
for each story.! Each meeting lasted one and a half hours and was recorded. In each session, one
author read their narrative to the group. The reading was followed by a group discussion
whereby we interrogated the story, drawing out commonalities, contrasts, and new insights
through shared reflection. This collective process allowed the story to act as a catalyst for further
storytelling, dialogical exchange, and the negotiation of multiple perspectives, emphasising
the dialogical and interpretative nature of boundary learning. After those five meetings, a
further four online reflective sessions were conducted between May and October 2025, focusing
specifically on the common aspects, views and interpretations that connected our shared experi-
ences on the shared stories. These four online reflective sessions focused on unpacking what
occurred in the five storytelling meetings — emotional reactions, connections between stories,
overall themes of stories, and, in general, collaborative reflection and discussion. The space
between the five storytelling meetings and the four reflective sessions allowed time for individ-
ual reflection, which informed collective discussion. All these recorded meetings acted as the
data for data analysis.

Data analysis

We used a collaborative analysis process guided by MacPhail and Lawson (2020). Their approach
allowed us to conduct an initial analysis that highlights the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities,
and Threats (SWOT) associated with international boundary crossing in academia. We initially
opted for the SWOT analysis (MacPhail & Lawson, 2020) when designing the project as the only
framed analysis for international boundary crossing in academia in our field. We believe that report-
ing on our process of challenging an established analysis process was a relevant point that justifies
our critical feminist perspective. This is further unpacked in the findings and discussion.

Initially, we all familiarised ourselves individually with the data (videorecorded meetings and tran-
scripts). Based on the data, Carmen began classifying different incidents according to the comments
and reflections made, sorting them into SWOT categories. Subsequently, Carmen met with Fabiana
and Dylan to discuss the classification, and they proposed alternative classifications. The discussions
functioned as part of the collaborative analysis process. One author (Carmen) led the analysis, with
ongoing input and feedback from the wider authorship team, allowing for an iterative and layered
analytical approach.

After that, the preliminary SWOT was shared with Carla and Marina, who included their comments
and suggestions in the document. From that point, all engaged in online discussions to agree on the
final SWOT. This discussion process involved four meetings, revealing the tensions related to our
different experiences and diverse perspectives, which allowed for disagreements. There was value
in these disagreements as we engaged in agonistic dialogue (Monforte & Smith, 2021). Key to this
collaborative process was listening and responding, and eventually, these discussions led to the cre-
ation of a common distinct output, a unified model that aimed to encapsulate the negotiated per-
spectives of us all.

The adoption of a critical perspective on the original SWOT analysis proposed by MacPhail and
Lawson (2020) led us towards the organisation of a different set of findings that disclose these
different multiple layers of the SWOT analysis, representing the critical discussion and active
reflexive process between all of us. Therefore, the findings section represents a process we under-
took from utilising the SWOT framework (theme one) to challenging the framework (theme two).
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Ethics, trustworthiness and reflexivity

Inspired by Sdenz Macana et al. (2025), we approach trustworthiness as a commitment to transpar-
ency and sustained reflexive engagement throughout the research process. Accordingly, we have
sought to make our design and methods explicit, so that the rigour and care underpinning the
study are visible to the reader. At the same time, transparency requires acknowledging the situated
nature of our work. Our subjectivities shaped each stage of the research; what we present here is,
therefore, a contextual and evolving interpretation. We further enact this commitment by making
our positionalities explicit. Following Scanlon and O’Flaherty (2025) and O Gallchoir et al. (2025),
we do so by asking ourselves: Which elements of our personal or cultural identity can illuminate our
border-crossing journey for the reader? What follows are our individual responses, in the spirit of
showing how we affected the research process.

Dylan

| completed my PhD at the University of Limerick, before starting a postdoctoral fellowship at Dublin
City University. My international move occurred in 2022 when | then moved to Melbourne (Australia)
after securing a teacher educator role as Lecturer in Health and Physical Education. With regard to
this research, | truly believe in the potential of internationalisation (with regard to teaching, research,
and academic positions) as it allows for exploration of differing perspectives. | continually advocate
for ECAs, research with fellow ECAs, and create spaces whereby we — ECAs — can seek ways to push
back against neoliberal systems and create a new academic path forward.

Marina

I've always existed between spaces; never fully from here, nor entirely from there. Before my PhD, |
lived in five cities across four regions of Spain, becoming the first in my family to earn a degree.
During my PhD, | worked in a department where my critical and feminist work was dismissed as
‘not real research. | faced obstacles, isolation, and self-doubt, often feeling my work wasn't
enough (not even good!). Two months after finishing, colleagues | met during a predoctoral stay
in Scotland encouraged me to apply for a postdoc at the University of Limerick. Their belief in,
and care of, me changed everything. International moves, including a research position in
Norway, challenged me but also opened opportunities for growth and self-belief. | am deeply grate-
ful for those who supported me and continue to do so. My hope is to continue doing critical feminist
work while contributing to building inclusive, equitable, and just academic spaces where we can all
grow, take risks, and thrive.

Fabiana

| completed my PhD abroad, after a ten-year gap from the Master’s in my home country in South
America. My decision for an international career started there, with the international PhD in
Europe. After completion, | looked for jobs at different locations, while | engaged in a short postdoc-
toral study in Australia. Eight months after becoming a doctor, a letter of offer was presented to me
from the University of Manitoba. | happily accepted the position offered, with a start date scheduled
for around five months later — or 14 months after concluding my PhD. My moving journey encom-
passes six countries in six years, a lot of effort in various aspects of my personal and professional life,
and many valuable connections and experiences. Internationalisation provided me with opportu-
nities and challenges messily together. The power of networks of mutual support is what highlights
in the process, though.

Carla

Six days after completing my PhD at the University of Porto, in 2022, | emigrated to Australia on a
Work and Holiday Visa without any employment prospects. This was motivated by the dislocation
and lack of connectedness | was feeling with the academic system | had experienced in the ten
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years prior. My ‘urgent’ move was based on a personal need for a change to find my professional self
again. Two months into my Australian adventure, | successfully secured a Lecturer position, which till
this day has been allowing me to experience a distinct academic landscape that has enlightened my
professional passion. Due to the impact of my international move, | have made it my mission to share
my journey, advocate for professional risk taking and support other ECAs into embarking on a
journey towards career fulfilment.

Our individual positionalities unveil distinct aspects and parallels of our internationalisation jour-
neys, with the aim of highlighting the need for a critical exploration of the findings and for their pres-
entation to reflect equal collaborative input from all of us. This stems from our initial decisions on
ethical considerations for collaborative autoethnography. Informed consent consisted of the
shared understanding of the risks (possible discomfort when recalling certain memories) and
benefits (relatabilities and sense of belonging) of sharing personal stories and lived experiences.
We also accounted for participant confidentiality, where we initially established that none of the
original personal stories would be used directly as snippets of data, and only collective discussions
around them would be integrated into data representation. Paper authorship, manuscript writing
duties and roles of facilitation (meeting organisation and agenda items) were initially equally distrib-
uted and defined to reduce unintentional power inequalities or any discomfort.

Findings

This research aimed to explore the processes involved in being and becoming an international ECA.
While we started with the SWOT structure (MacPhail & Lawson, 2020) as an interpretative framework,
throughout the data analysis phases, we soon realised the limiting and somewhat unaccommodat-
ing influence the SWOT structure was having on our collective thinking. The findings section rep-
resents this process from utilising the SWOT framework (theme one) to challenging the
framework (theme two). We guide the reader through these phases throughout this findings section.

Theme one: utilising the SWOT framework

We began to utilise the SWOT framework by aligning our data to the different components of the
SWOT and demonstrated in the subsequent text through illustrations of (1), (2) etc. Please see
Table 1.

Strengths

The strengths in Table 1 were categorised as inherent advantages of being an international ECA, and
these benefits were seen by us as somewhat inevitable by moving to a new country or institution
and growing academically as a result of that. This move felt empowering (1) and a step forward
on the career ladder. Marina reflects,

Something [obtaining a job internationally] that | never dreamed of because | didn't think it was possible for
someone like me ... | lacked the confidence in myself in professional terms. | didn't have the opportunity to

Table 1. First data exploration through the SWOT framework.

Components of S-W-O-T Data themes and quotes aligned with SWOT component
Strengths 1. Empowerment, ‘blossom’, opening eyes
2. New role models and networks
Weaknesses 1. Cultural connections and contributions to different contexts
2. Social life (cultural barriers, vulnerability, cultural stereotypes)
Opportunities 1. Navigating your identity(ies)
2. CV enhancement: ‘people see you now’
Threats 1. Extra effort to ‘prove you are worthy’
2. Personal life cost — ‘what it is not seen/said’
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publish during my PhD ... in an academic environment where publishing is everything. This pushed my self-
esteem very low during a period of anxiety because | had no job; uncertainty about my next steps. (Marina)

Marina’s comment sparked a conversation on impostor syndrome and its continuous cycle, which
the neoliberal higher education agenda supports (e.g. the need to continually publish and a
growing focus on outputs). In contrast, Dylan identified new role models and networks (2) who
can influence ECAs and use their power to advocate for more sustainable ways of being an academic
- in ways, pushing back at neoliberal pressures. He discusses,

[Role models] who do not work on the weekends. So, | think finding those individuals ... those are the people
that | think we need to be. They have a responsibility to share that good message, so it is not going to be this
continuous cycle of ECAs not feeling good enough. (Dylan)

Similarly, Carla shares an example of this where her experience of moving to a new country, insti-
tution, positive role models, and self-determination ‘strengthened the alignment between [her]
values and [her] professional identity’. Carla reflects,

Quickly, everybody was kind of in a mission to support the newbies. | didn't have a good institutional induction
process ... but | had a good group of people that helped me and see me for who | am, and | think that's because |
just put myself out there ... The academic culture is more than learning about how to function in a new insti-
tution. To me, it was more impactful to connect with good people that were there to support me. (Carla)

Weaknesses

In Table 1, we conceptualised weaknesses as internal or experience-based limitations associated with
being an international ECA. These represented tensions, vulnerabilities, or challenges emerging from
our positioning within new institutional, cultural, and professional contexts. In terms of weaknesses,
contextual challenges or cultural-related issues (1) continued to be alluded to throughout the
different stories. Carmen discusses the contextual challenges that teaching in a new country pre-
sents. She reflects on moving from Spain to Ireland in a teacher education programme,

| was so scared about not knowing the Irish system, the Irish curriculum, how they [PSTs] are, how they feel, what
the schools look like. | remember my first year going to [shadow] school placement [visits] of other colleagues
because | was like, ‘I have to teach someone that is going to be involved in a system that | have never been in'.
(Carmen)

Another highlighted aspect about moving to a different country was that it also influences how
others — colleagues, PSTs, the system - perceived us (2). Fabiana reflects on how, in Brazil, she
was integrated in the cultural landscape. Moving to Canada positions her differently, as a foreigner
from a diverse background, and this positioning influences how her connectivity with others is
shaped:

In Brazil, people can understand [social justice] easily, and they resonate with you ... Here, | am different, | am
diverse. This makes the students uncomfortable sometimes, as white Canadians, middle class, paying huge fees
[for university registration] ... | can see how uncomfortable they are made [when taught on social justice], so | try
my best to speak in a way that doesn’t make them uncomfortable, that they can ... reflect [on their privilege].
(Fabiana)

Opportunities

Unlike strengths, which were understood as inherent advantages of our position, opportunities were
conceptualised as external conditions, relationships, or situations that had the potential to support
our development as international ECAs. Within opportunities, it was seen that in navigating our iden-
tity(ies) (1), we were cultivating opportunities for professional growth (1), although in some cases,
compromising our personal identity. This was one of our first identified conflicts in the SWOT analy-
sis, as opportunity often presented itself with a negative counterpart:
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| feel like the position [teacher educator in an international University] | have here is a gift, it has strengthened
me in a lot of ways in my professional identity, but definitely not in my personal identity because | am always so
homesick and | miss my mom, like every day ... going back to Fabiana’s question, that is the price | paid. (Dylan)

Carmen reflects on how she has to adapt her personality to fit into her class as she does not feel an
instant connection with her students, but also creates opportunities for professional growth as a
result of this:

When | arrived in Ireland, | felt like | had to work a lot my relationship with my students because they were less,
let's say “warm”, but | don’t mean warm.? To arrive to the same point of relationship that | had with my Spanish
students, | had to create a lot of strategies, and | am at this point | am really happy with them [the PSTs], but for
example, | had to ask them [the PSTs] for anonymous feedback in each lecture so they let me know everything
they thought about our teaching learning-process and Irish culture. | then took this feedback and start the next
lesson by saying what | have decided accordingly, like “I have decided to change this because of your feedback”
or “l loved Derry Girls, thanks for the recommendation”. (Carmen)

Moving abroad to another country and institution may be viewed as a ‘CV enhancement’ (2) as aca-
demic profile has been raised, as Marina points out,

Last February, | was doing a guest lecture here in the university where | did my PhD and suddenly, they were like
‘oh wow, now you are in Ireland. Wow, wow, wow’ (Marina)

Carmen, who also came from Spain to the University of Limerick, felt the same as she reflects:

Marina and | are suddenly kind of renowned in Spain just because we have come here to the University of Lim-
erick. We go now to a conference, and all the people is like ‘oh she is Carmen, she is at the University of Limerick’
and | was like, | was in the same conference one year ago, and | was no one. (Carmen)

While this can be seen as an opportunity, there are some underlying issues regarding recognition
and worth alluded to here, stressing the ongoing bittersweet dimension of our professional
opportunities.

Threats

We understood threats as external pressures or structural conditions that risked constraining our
professional legitimacy, progression, or sense of belonging as international ECAs. With regard to
threats, there seemed to be a shared undertone to the stories of ‘trying to prove you are worthy’
of the position (1). Carmen explicitly alludes to this in how she sacrificed personal opportunities
to enhance her professional identity,

This is a way to, okay, we have to stop doing a lot of personal things, [...] but | am doing this because | want to
prove to myself that | am worthy. (Carmen)

Carla also picks up on this thread throughout all of the stories shared,

Every single start in your journey makes you think about, and question yourself, and your capabilities, and to me,
that's so relatable. (Carla)

Fabiana discusses how external factors, societal pressures, and immigration play a role in this threat,

If | want to be in this league, let’s say in Canada, or when | was in Spain or wherever, | need to work much more
than | would work in Brazil. If | want to be here, | feel | need work as crazy. [...] | cannot relax, because | fear these
other things [general continuous assessments, immigration matters]. (Fabiana)

Returning to a point made earlier, the cost to personal life in being an ECA (2) can be seen as a threat.
Fabiana calls out ‘the price we pay’,

The price is paid in terms of personal identity, leaving lots behind, not living completely. Always needing to
manage your personal life. (Fabiana)

Marina’s following extract highlights tensions between personal and professional opportunities and
threats:
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On a personal level, when | applied for the position, | was going through a very difficult personal and family
situation. | was fortunate to be offered the role, but it meant | had to leave. Professionally, you receive other
gifts, which also strengthen your personal identity and help you feel more confident ... and that makes me
feel better and happier. When I'm at home, I'm also better with my family because of it. However, there is
definitely a personal cost. (Marina)

Carla powerfully captures the ‘price’ paid for being an ECA internationally and further builds on
where the sacrifice is made,

The thing to note here is that the price is always personal, never professional. That's the difference between
things. When we achieve something professionally, we are giving up on something personal, and this is prob-
ably the case for all of us, just for the fact that you are not with your family. (Carla)

Carmen introduces an intersectionality lens to this argument — being a woman and making personal
sacrifices for professional gain,

| don't feel like people treat me differently just because I'm a woman, but | think we or | have historically had less
confidence in professional terms, and it affects me in other situations. For example, | am going to share here that
| want to be a mom ... but I'm pushing it through the years because | want to [get] promoted. While | don't
know, men can be promoted and don’t have to think a lot about that. In my case, gender affects me that
way. (Carmen)

As our analysis deepened, however, it became increasingly difficult to contain our experiences neatly
within the bounded categories of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Rather than
clarifying our experiences, the SWOT framework at times fragmented and oversimplified them. It
was this growing discomfort that prompted theme two.

Theme two: challenging the SWOT framework

As mentioned above, through individual analysis of data followed by dialogue in meetings, we
became uncomfortable with the exploration of particular data themes in alignment with the
SWOT components. Some alignment in Table 1 was contradictory and resulted in more
debate around the accuracy of how our collective experience was being portrayed. For
example, we often questioned, was the enhancement of our CVs an opportunity or a strength
that comes with being and becoming international? As a result, we collaboratively reworked
the SWOT table (see Table 2). In doing so, we deliberately revisited several excerpts from
Theme One. Rather than introducing new data, we traced how the same narratives shifted
meaning when reconsidered through a revised SWOT analytical framework. The movement
of excerpts across categories became, in itself, evidence of the limitations of the SWOT
framework.

Table 2. Updated SWOT framework.

Components of S-W-
O-T Data themes and quotes aligned with SWOT component

Strengths 1. Exposure to other ways of working
2. Being valued for bringing different knowledges (different ways of doing, knowing and acting that
enhance other contexts)
3. CV enhancement
Weaknesses 1. Cultural connections and contributions to different contexts
2. Social life (cultural barriers, vulnerability, cultural stereotypes)
3. BureocraZy - ways of entering and acting in the profession

Opportunities 1. Navigating your identity(ies) — personal growth
2. New role models
Threats 1. Extra effort to ‘prove you are worthy’

2. Personal life cost — ‘what it is not seen/said’
3. The environment and system
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Strengths

In relation to the strengths, previously defined by the benefits that were ‘somewhat inevitable’ when
moving to a new country or institution, we began to uncover a new layer of complexity. The question
emerged: are these benefits truly ‘inevitable,’ or are they a product of landing in a better or more
resourced institutional context? The distinction between moving for the sake of moving and
moving towards opportunity became important for our collective reflection.

Marina captured this nuance in reflecting on how her sense of professional growth may have
been less about internationalisation itself, and more about the institutional environment she
entered:

| had the opportunity to glow and to shine a little bit, and to have more confidence in what I'm doing because
I'm not doing anything different. I'm still the same person, | do the same things. But maybe it's not the inter-
national part, but the place where | landed. And | landed there because they thought | was a good fit for
that position, | guess. So it’s all kind of connected. (Marina)

This reflection highlights the mutual influence between individual agency and contextual affor-
dances. In other words, the interaction between who we are and where we are. We came to under-
stand, therefore, that strengths are not universal or inevitable but are shaped by the particular
realities of place and positionality.

Through continued dialogue, we also recognised that what was previously seen or understood as
‘new role models and networks’ (SWOT 1) could more broadly be connected to exposure to different
ways of working (1). Carla reflected on how moving provided her with the freedom to experience
and, therefore, imagine, alternative academic practices:

I'm not ready to give up the freedom. | learned that it's possible (...) | don’t know if I'd be able to go back to that
survival mode or accepting things that | don’t agree with. (Carla)

Similarly, being valued for bringing different knowledges and perspectives (2) became a powerful
experience of recognition. Carla shared:

This week | had my second probation meeting and my faculty Dean told me that they were so lucky to have me,
and | was hearing that from the Dean. And | was like ... [astonished]. (Carla)

Carmen echoed this sense of recognition and agency after becoming international:

I don't apply as a principal investigator in any Spanish project because it feels like I'm escaping the natural order
of things. At this point of my career, working as an ECA in Ireland, I'm having small wins. I'm being given the
freedom to create my own projects and lead teams, even with senior colleagues who collaborate excellently
with me. | feel like I'm beginning to break some of those unwritten rules that kept me divided between the
‘two Carmens’ [When Carmen was describing her situation before this excerpt, she suggested feeling like two
different people, the one that used to live under her older position rules and in her hometown and the
“new” Carmen that was discovering new ways of working and being]. (Carmen)

Feeling valued, being trusted to lead, and being exposed to a less hierarchical academic structure
resulted in the enhancement of our CVs (3), not just symbolically, but substantively. As Dylan
reflected, the international move strengthened his professional identity:

| feel like the position | have here is a gift. It's strengthened me in a lot of ways in my professional identity. (Dylan)

In this sense, what was previously conceptualised as an opportunity in SWOT 1 (i.e. CV enhancement)
was now reframed as a strength because of how embedded it was in the context of place and
privilege.

Weaknesses

While we agreed that contextual and culturally related challenges (1, 2) remained a central weakness,
our ongoing reflections revealed an additional and often underacknowledged layer: the bureaucratic
elements embedded in both entering and acting within the profession. This gave rise to a new
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subtheme, what we came to call ‘bureaucraZy’ (3). By this, we refer to ‘a bureaucracy that feels
crazy’ and, as such, to the exhausting and often irrational administrative processes associated
with international academic mobility, where repeated evaluations, visa requirements, credential
recognition, and institutional procedures create ongoing feelings of precarity, frustration, and
inadequacy. Here, Fabiana’s experience exemplified this pervasive sense of administrative
precarity:

I did an International PhD. | spent eight months in Scotland, eight months in Italy (...) | did a postdoc in Australia
(...) so here in Canada, due to the immigration process, my PhD certificate was evaluated by a Canadian insti-
tution. And then I look at the cycle (...), assessment in Spain, and then assessments in Canada, and then if ever
going back to Brazil, | would need to be assessed again. So, | think, like, f*** the system, you know. You are never
good enough. (Fabiana)

Her narrative exposes the emotional and logistical exhaustion tied to constant validation, evaluation,
and revalidation across (international) systems. Fabiana’s earlier reflection (i.e. ‘If | want to be in this
league ... | need to work as a crazy one’), which was previously used to exemplify threats in SWOT 1,
came to represent something new as our analysis evolved. In SWOT 2, we recognised how Fabiana’s
experience also speaks to the bureaucraZy embedded in internationalisation: the literal administra-
tive barriers and the psychological toll of navigating them. Within SWOT 2, we therefore reposition
this narrative as a weakness, illustrating how bureaucratic systems and migration processes produce
ongoing emotional strain and professional vulnerability, even when framed as opportunities for
growth.

Similarly, some specific contextual challenges or cultural-related issues (1), are also connected
with Carmen’s and Carla’s reflections on adapting to new professional norms, curricula, and insti-
tutional systems:

| was so scared about not knowing the university system, the Irish curriculum, how they are, how they feel, what
the schools look like. (Carmen)

Earlier, | felt like | had a lot to learn. When | opened the curriculum for the first time and in my uni we teach both,
so we teach the QLD curriculum and the NSW, so | need to learn two. | was so afraid. (Carla)

These examples reveal how the challenge of being and becoming international extends beyond cul-
tural adaptation to encompass systemic and procedural disorientation.

Opportunities
In SWOT 1, we understood opportunities as external factors or situations that could help ECAs grow.
Unlike strengths, these were not guaranteed outcomes, but possibilities that could be developed if
recognised and used well. During our SWOT 2 reflections, we continued to see personal growth (1) as
an opportunity. However, through our discussions, we realised that new role models (2) were not
necessarily a strength, as we first decided, but rather an opportunity.

We came to this conclusion because role models are not automatically found when moving
abroad. Instead, they are discovered through openness, curiosity, and effort. As Carla explained:

| feel like my openness created an opportunity to connect with others, and my availability put me in a receiving
position which consequently shaped my professional identity. | acknowledge that my professional identity is
now strongly shaped by focusing on social, collaborative and dynamic interactions with others. This made
me come back to the true reason why | kept actively pursuing those connections. The trend was obvious: |
craved belongingness. | actively searched for it. (Carla)

Carla’s words show how being and becoming international is not a passive experience, but an active
process of seeking and building opportunities. It requires an open attitude towards learning, adapt-
ing, and connecting with others. Fabiana also captured this idea of connection when she said:

It's great to have human people, as Marina said, having people, human people to work with and do serious work.
(Fabiana)
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Through these connections, mentorship appeared as an important opportunity for growth. Carmen
shared how a senior colleague encouraged her to take ownership of her ideas and to step confi-
dently into research leadership:

When | had my first meeting, | said, ‘ok, | have a lot of ideas, but | don’t know where to start. Should | ask to be
part of your projects?’ She said, ‘No, no, no. If you have your own ideas, you should drive or apply.’ She sent me
funding applications. She sent me all the things that | needed to start. | connected with people that she put me
in touch with, and they kindly helped me a lot, and | got the funding, and | was like well ... now what. And |
started asking her. (Carmen)

Carla also reflected on how the academic culture in her new institution was shaped not only by
systems or rules, but by kindness and human support:

More than learning about how to function in a new institution, it was more impactful to connect with good
people who were there to support me. (Carla)

These stories show that opportunities do not simply come from moving to a new country or insti-
tution. They come from people - from the mentors, colleagues, and friends who are willing to
share, guide, and inspire. Kindness, openness, and collaboration make these opportunities possible.

Threats

We initially categorised some narratives, such as Marina’s (below), under strengths, interpreting
them as expressions of empowerment. However, through further discussion, we began to question
whether these experiences also signalled the threatening nature of the academic environment and
system (3).

Something [obtaining a job internationally] that | never dreamed of because | didn't think it was possible for
someone like me ... | lacked the confidence in myself in professional terms. | hadn’t had the opportunity to
publish during my PhD ... in an academic environment where publishing is everything. (Marina)

This prompted us to reconsider how structural conditions - the system, supervisors, and institutional
expectations — can simultaneously enable and constrain growth. What appears as empowerment
may in fact emerge as a reaction to threat. Our capacity to move abroad and ‘prove ourselves
worthy’ (1) may therefore be an act of resistance rooted in privilege. As we reflected, while we
have to pay a personal life cost (2), we can do this because we are privileged (e.g. we speak
English, we have freedom to move internationally). Such reflections underscore how the very struc-
tures that produce precarity also sustain privilege.

Dylan articulated the cyclical nature of these threats, linking them to the broader system of higher
education. In doing so, he illuminated how the environment and system (3) not only perpetuate feel-
ings of inadequacy but also stimulate moments of awareness and collective responsibility:

| think if you ask any ECA, there is this notion of not feeling good enough ... She [colleague] doesn’t work on the
weekends, so | think finding those individuals ... those are the people that we need to be. They have a respon-
sibility to share that good message, so it's not going to be this continuous cycle of early career academics not
feeling good enough. (Dylan)

In this instance, Dylan’s comment moves beyond personal frustration towards criticality — a form of
empowered awareness that resists and redefines academic norms. Within SWOT 2, we interpreted
this not as a mere opportunity to find role models (as we did in SWOT 1), but as an act of resistance
to the systemic threats of neoliberal academia. In so doing, we began to understand ‘threats’ not
only as external pressures but also as catalysts for critical reflection and alternative academic
identities.

Discussion and (practical) conclusions

To remind the reader, this research explored five ECAs’ experiences of internationalisation from a
professional and personal point of view. With the above findings in mind, and guided by our
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theoretical positionings, we provide three discussion points followed by aligned considerations. We
first address the idea of ‘grietas’ as challenging spaces holding potential to be explored, then we
approach holistic internationalisation to claim for processes and people being taken as a whole,
and finally, we expand on the boundary-crossing perspective we followed.

First, as seen from theme 1 to theme 2, we attempted to work with the SWOT framework to
package our experiences into the different S-W-O-T components. Despite our attempts to work
with this framework, its fixed nature did not sit comfortably with us. We felt as if our experiences
could not be siloed into these neat categories, illustrating how border and boundary crossing
(Bhabha, 1994; Akkerman & Bakker, 2011) intersect within our lived, complex, multi-layered realities.
The discomfort we felt in trying to fit our narratives into the SWOT framework embodies the tensions
of inhabiting in-between spaces. This sense of tension exemplifies Bhabha's (1994) notion of the
‘third space’, where meanings are always negotiated and hybrid.

In challenging the SWOT framework, we enacted what Walsh (2017) calls thinking from the
‘grietas’ — the cracks that fracture dominant epistemologies. Our discomfort became not a methodo-
logical flaw but a site of learning and transformation, where emotion and critique converged. This
convergence echoes Ahmed’s (2004) understanding of affect as a way of knowledge production
and aligns with Akkerman and Bakker's (2011) mechanism of reflection, where learning occurs
through confronting difference. As border and boundary crossers, we identified feelings and
emotions that emerged in us when navigating challenges from internationalisation and the knowl-
edge we obtained through this experience, by being in the ‘grietas’ (Walsh, 2015).

We always acknowledge the privilege of being international ECAs, while we critically analyse how
we are part of a system that uses us in a game that we learn to play (Turelli et al., 2026). In other
words, we serve the system to some extent, while we can work to transform it from the inside. It
is a complex equation with contradictions that need to live together since we think that being
absent from the game or structure does not solve it at all. But it does generate queer feelings for
us. As we attempted to fit our experiences into the SWOT framework, these feelings surfaced visc-
erally: shame, guilt, pride, purpose, necessity, and achievement became entangled in ways that
resisted neat categorisation. They can be felt as violent emotions to some extent since we are
aware of how we end up absorbing the neoliberal structures we are in. For example, in an initial
meeting to discuss the findings, Dylan expressed that he hated the classifications we were going
through, and that was indeed making some of us resist engaging with the work required for the
paper. This meant that discomfort became an embodied experience (Ahmed, 2004).

By voicing our discomfort together, we created a collective third space where emotion became
knowledge. Emotions, often dismissed in Western traditions as irrational (Jaggar, 1989), become
crucial for understanding who we are and how we move. Here, ‘affect’ (Ahmed, 2004) is important.
As Sdenz Macana and colleagues (2024, p. 4) remind us, ‘affects are produced as a body interacts with
the world’ - the stickiness of feelings that travel with us across borders and institutions. Therefore,
our feminist stance allowed us to read discomfort not as failure, but as survival and resistance
(Ahmed, 2017). We see our discomfort as deeply unsettling, urgently asking for something to be
said in the dismantlement of the SWOT structure. We read this both as our reaction (enough!) to
the internationalisation experience, constantly requesting us to fit, and as a commitment to our
advocacy for more inclusive and just societies — and academia, by extension.

While we consider that the SWOT system is possibly valid for some experiences and people, from
our perspective, it was somewhat limiting in capturing the full extent of what internationalisation
means for human beings. Our engagement with boundary-crossing theory (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011) and critical feminist epistemologies (Ahmed, 2004; Lorde, 2000) allowed us to recognise
this dismantlement as an act of epistemic resistance — transforming discomfort into a learning mech-
anism. In doing so, the feminist lens allowed us to take ‘grietas’ seriously, seeing them not as sites of
deficit but as openings for learning, survival, and transformation. Intersectionality as a framework
stands for ‘survivance’, or survival and resistance. By ‘surviving’ and remaining in academia, we
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resist and push against neoliberal practices. We are aware that we do take part in some of these prac-
tices, but we learn by exploring ways to navigate this system and game (Turelli et al., 2026).

Second, this research highlighted the need to consider internationalisation as a process which is
human-centred. Internationalisation cannot be separated from the person (and their culture,
relationships, and identity) who enacts it. As such, we strongly advocated for a re-shift in thinking
to ‘holistic internationalisation’. Holistic internationalisation is not solely a strategic priority of
Higher Education Institutions (HEls) - whereby internationalisation accesses international people
and knowledges - but ‘holistic internationalisation’ goes beyond access. Holistic internationalisation
views the process and person as whole - their personal and academic lives. Holistic internationalisa-
tion takes in, for example, the emotional labour of reallocation to a new country, the extra support
needed in cultural learning, the value placed on international perspectives and so on.

This was unpacked through dialogical phenomena and perspective making (Akkerman & Bakker,
2011). Our findings share insights into how we existed as people at the boundary as international
ECAs. By speaking out, being vulnerable together, and having open and honest dialogue, we
were challenging dominant structures, i.e. a neoliberal higher education system which prioritises
individualism, perfectionism, and urgency (all characteristics of White supremacy culture: Okun,
2021). Through this dialogue, we intentionally spoke to our personal and professional lives — one
should not be prioritised in exploration; together they shed light on the impact one can have on
the other. We put forward a consideration point here for HEls: If internationalisation is a strategic
priority of HElIs, it needs to be considered as holistic internationalisation. This needs to be reinforced
by senior management, Heads of Departments/Schools, and programme teams of incoming inter-
national new member of staff. If not, the neoliberal system (alongside cultural change and inevitable
personal life sacrifices) will ensure burnout.

Third, a boundary-crossing perspective allowed us to dig deeper into holistic internationalisation.
The findings shared how we struggled, resisted, and survived learning at the boundary (Yuan & Yang,
2020). Throughout our dialogical processes, the findings shared moments of (dis)connection and cul-
tural contrast, which, with further interrogation, allowed for learning, reflection, and action. We truly
believe this process, the togetherness created, and the vulnerable dialogue have empowered us to
be and do better. Our collaborative autoethnography revealed that crossing borders and boundaries
is not only about movement but about transformation - of the self, of relationships, and of the struc-
tures that define academia. In voicing discomfort, we learned to do well in the ‘grietas,” using them as
spaces of possibility. This transformation might reshape borders and reimagine new (hopefully more
just!) paths for others.

Taken together, the boundary-crossing and feminist theoretical lenses advance existing debates
by moving beyond a mainly theoretical understanding of border crossing. Rather than treating
boundary crossing as a technical or professional shift, these lenses foreground it as a lived, embodied
and emotionally felt process. They allow us to attend to the full complexity of the individual who
crosses boundaries, not only as an academic, but as a person embedded in specific social circum-
stances, shaped by privileges and constraints, and whose professional transitions are inseparable
from their personal lives and emotions. In doing so, this framing encourages a more holistic under-
standing of boundary crossing by considering academic, personal and emotional dimensions as
interconnected rather than separate. It also highlights the importance of attending to these dimen-
sions when hiring, supporting or welcoming ECAs in international settings.

While we explicitly acknowledge our paper cannot change the whole system, we strongly encou-
rage more ECAs to connect with each other through community, unpack experiences, support each
other, and, as a result, engage in identity development to make small changes and explore different
ways of being an academic (pushing back - in small ways — on the neoliberal systems within which
HEIs operate). At the same time, if senior academics or those in leadership positions are reading this,
we hope that this triggers an emotional response which may encourage the reader to try to do
things differently in supporting, mentoring, and developing ECAs, particularly those who have
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been hired as part of internationalisation initiatives. We strive for these initiatives to be contextual,
individualised and adapted instead of one-size-fits-all onboarding institutional approaches.

In this way, our border-crossing lives become sites for feminist, critical, and collective reimagin-
ings of internationalisation.

Notes

1. The institutional affiliations included in the stories correspond to the time of data generation and may have
changed by the time the manuscript was accepted for publication.

2. The conversations were conducted in English, which is a second or third language for four of the authors, so
literal expressions are not always straightforward. In this context, the term warm in the setting of Latin-root
language countries refers to people who are affectionate, close, and willing to share themselves.
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