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Abstract  
The Balanced Internationalization Bill (WIB) claims to promote a balance between the benefits 

of internationalization and its negative side effects by controlling international student flows 

and preserving and strengthening the Dutch language in education and research. The aim of this 

thesis is to explore how Dutch universities interpret and respond to the WIB considering their 

efforts to promote an inclusive and international learning environment. The analysis draws on 

a frame analysis of the WIB, complemented by a qualitative analysis of documents issued by 

Universiteiten van Nederland (UNL) and semi-structured interviews with university staff 

involved in equality/equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), internationalization, and/or 

language. Findings show that universities respond with both critique and adaptation, viewing 

the WIB as reflecting nationalist and anti-migration sentiments, fearing that the bill may 

undermine diversity, inclusion, and academic quality. Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates that 

the WIB constrains the inclusive and international character of Dutch universities, highlighting 

the tension between national interests and international openness.  

 

 

Keywords: WIB, EDI, inclusion, exclusion, inclusive learning environment, language, 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
Internationalization of higher education has become a global phenomenon. Access to higher 

education is no longer exclusive to the Western world or a privilege for the elite, but it has 

become available for everyone (De Wit & Altbach, 2020; De Wit, 2019; Knight, 2012). 

However, the nature and focus of internationalization has evolved over time. Whereas 

internationalization initially focused on cultural principles, it is nowadays more centered around 

a strategic agenda and economic gains (De Wit, 2019; Knight, 2012). Internationalization of 

higher education institutions plays a significant role in our global knowledge society, since 

knowledge, innovation, and research are key drivers for economic growth. Universities play a 

central role in producing knowledge and skills that are needed in a global economy (De Wit, 

2019). However, recent nationalist-populist movements and restrictive political climates, such 

as Brexit and U.S. immigration policies, point to a growing backlash against 

internationalization, with potential implications for universities and their internationalization 

strategies (De Wit & Altbach, 2020; De Wit, 2019; Rhoades, 2017).  

In the context of the Netherlands, the proposed Balanced Internationalization Bill (Wet 

Internationalisering in Balans, WIB) claims to promote a balance between the benefits and 

added value of attracting international students, and safeguarding the quality, accessibility, and 

efficiency of Dutch higher education. The bill was submitted to the House of Representatives 

on May 8, 2024, by the Dutch Minister of Education, Culture, and Science Robbert Dijkgraaf. 

The proposed WIB relates to setting rules regarding the use of Dutch and foreign languages in 

education, enabling coordination and management to ensure an effective range of educational 

programs, and maintaining and improving access to higher education for Dutch students 

(Government of the Netherlands, 2024; Tweede Kamer, 2024-a).  

The WIB argues that a balance is necessary due to the growing number of international students 

over the past decade. This is said to strain the accessibility and quality of education, illustrated 

by problems such as overcrowded classrooms and high workloads for lecturers (Government 

of the Netherlands, 2024). Indeed, the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) shows that 

international students made up 14,9% of the student population in the Netherlands in 2022-

2023 (CBS, 2024), an increase of 6,5 percentage points since 2012-2013 (CBS, 2024; CBS, 

n.d.). However, this increase occurred alongside a general increase in total student numbers, 

both Dutch and international. This overall rise in student numbers can be partly explained by 

the government’s funding model, which consists of a fixed amount of funding plus a variable 

amount that depends on the number of enrollments in bachelor’s and master’s programs and 
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the number of degrees awarded to students (Rijksoverheid, n.d.), thereby encouraging 

universities to attract and retain more students. At the same time, the number of lecturers has 

not increased in the same proportion, leading to concerns about the quality of education (Van 

de Meent, 2021).  

So, the shifted focus of internationalization from cultural exchange to financial gains and 

competitive advantages (De Wit, 2019; Knight, 2012), in addition to the funding model that 

included the number of enrolled and graduate students as a variable to receive funds 

(Rijksoverheid, n.d.), seems like the perfect storm for the proliferation of policies that risk 

reducing institutional commitments to inclusivity and internationalization in favor of preserving 

national interests.  

Problem Formulation and Research Question 
The WIB may affect the extent to which universities can remain inclusive and international. In 

pursuit of open, diverse, and globally connected academic environments, universities rely 

heavily on the contribution of international students and staff, not only for academic excellence, 

but also for enriching campus diversity (Wang & Sun, 2022). Diversity in educational settings 

is often addressed by multiculturalism (Snoubar, 2017; Steyn & Vanyoro, 2024) and diversity 

of knowledge (Heleta & Chasi, 2023), both of which are closely related to international mobility 

and cross-cultural interaction. However, national policies, like the WIB, may pressure 

universities to reshape their internationalization strategies in ways that conflict with their 

equality/equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) goals. Considering this, this thesis seeks to 

understand how Dutch universities interpret and respond to the WIB with a particular focus on 

internationalization and inclusivity. Therefore, the research question guiding this thesis is:  

 

“How do Dutch universities interpret and respond to the proposed Balanced 

Internationalization Bill (WIB) considering their efforts to promote an inclusive and 

international learning environment?”  

 

This question was answered by means of a qualitative study, in which both documents and semi-

structured interviews were analyzed. To help answer the research question, two sub-questions 

were formulated:  

- How does the Balanced Internationalization Bill frame the issues and solutions related to 

internationalization? 

- How do universities respond to the Balanced Internationalization Bill? 
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The first sub-question was answered by means of a framing analysis of the WIB. The second 

sub-question was answered by analyzing documents from Universiteiten van Nederland 

(UNL)1 and conducting semi-structured interviews with staff from four Dutch universities who 

are concerned with the topics of EDI, internationalization and/or language.  

Social and Scientific Relevance  
Social Relevance  
This thesis is socially relevant because it addresses the impact of national policy on the 

inclusivity, accessibility, and quality of higher education in the Netherlands. The WIB has 

triggered public and academic debate, as it seeks to limit the inflow of international students 

and regulate the use of non-Dutch languages in higher education. While the WIB claims to 

improve the quality, accessibility, and affordability of Dutch higher education (Tweede Kamer, 

2024-b), it also raises questions about who belongs in higher education and under what 

conditions.  

Moreover, universities are not isolated actors. Their behavior, policies, and practices are often 

influenced by their external environment (Hwang, 2023: Röbken, 2004; Suddaby et al., 2013). 

As a proposed national law, the WIB reflects state power that has the potential to steer 

institutional behavior (Stage & Aagaard, 2020). This thesis offers insight into how universities 

navigate this pressure, and what that means for (international) students and staff. In doing so, 

the thesis contributes to a better understanding of how universities may become more inclusive 

or exclusive under the influence of national policy. More broadly, it provides insights into 

whether national policy interventions strengthen or undermine the quality and accessibility of 

higher education.  

Scientific Relevance 
Scientifically, this thesis contributes to the literature on internationalization in higher education. 

Scholars such as Knight (2012) and De Wit and Altbach (2020) have described a growing trend 

in which internationalization is no longer perceived as inherently positive but must be justified 

in national or economic terms. This thesis also builds on Guri-Rosenblit’s (2015) work on the 

contrasting trend higher education institutions face between serving national interests and 

operating within an international setting. More broadly, this thesis sheds light on the political 

and ideological dynamics surrounding the WIB, situating it within a wider trend of rising 

nationalism and protectionism (De Wit, 2019; De Wit & Altbach, 2020). It examines how the 

 
1 An umbrella organization of the fourteen public universities in The Netherlands 
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WIB frames concepts like inclusion and accessibility, particularly in relation to language use, 

cultural diversity, and equitable access. In doing so, this thesis contributes to understanding the 

intersection of policy, internationalization, and inclusion in higher education.   

Outline Thesis   
This thesis will continue with chapter 2, which offers an insight into the nationalism and 

internationalization debate and provides an insight in inclusive learning environments at 

universities. In chapter 3, the methodology, the qualitative methodological choices are 

highlighted. This is followed by chapter 4, which entails the results with theoretical reflections 

and discussion. This thesis is closed with the conclusion in chapter 5, this entails some 

concluding words; the contribution to the knowledge; the practical and managerial implications; 

limitations; and directive thoughts for further research.  

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 
This theoretical framework outlines key concepts underlying the WIB, focusing on the tension 

between nationalism versus internationalization and inclusive learning environments.  

Nationalism versus Internationalization 

Worldwide higher education institutions are navigating the tension in balancing national 

priorities with international aspirations (Guri-Rosenblit, 2015). The WIB can be seen as such a 

debate because it seeks to regulate a balance between attracting international students and 

safeguarding national interests, such as strengthening and preserving the Dutch language.  

Internationalization has changed the world of education (Knight, 2003) by creating culturally 

diverse learning, working, and living environments (Knight, 2004). Knight (2004) defines 

internationalization as “the process of integrating an international and intercultural dimension 

into the teaching, research, and service functions of the institution” (p. 9). At the same time, 

globalization has changed the world of internationalization. Altbach and Knight (2007) define 

globalization as “the economic, political, and societal forces pushing 21st century higher 

education toward greater international involvement” (p. 290). Globalization has led to the 

integration of research, the use of English as the dominant language for education and research, 

and the expansion of the international labor market for scholars and scientists. As a result, 

globalization has given rise to a global knowledge society, where economic growth depends on 

knowledge and highly educated people. Therefore, the key drivers of academic 

internationalization are summarized as economic benefit, knowledge, and language acquisition 

(Altbach & Knight, 2007). This thesis adapts the definitions of internationalization by Knight 



Tessa van Cleef – S1057272 

8 
 

(2004) and globalization by Altbach and Knight (2007), as they closely link the concepts of 

internationalization and globalization to the educational context.  

Internationalization of higher education has evolved over time. Originally, internationalization 

focused on sharing cultures, knowledge, and values across borders, emphasizing cultural and 

scientific collaboration. However, in today’s world, the focus of internationalization has shifted 

from cultural exchange to financial gains, competitive advantages, and political factors. This 

shift has two implications. First, higher education institutions adopt more global standards and 

practices, which some see as a threat to national identity. Second, economic and political 

priorities play a growing role (Knight, 2012).  

Universities are often defined by their commitments to internationalization, progressive and 

inclusive values, and the promotion of multiculturalism (Rhoades, 2017). However, these ideals 

are increasingly challenged by political shifts in the West, where nationalist-populist 

movements have fueled a backlash against internationalization and diversity (De Wit & 

Altbach, 2020; De Wit, 2019; Rhoades, 2017). This pushback against internationalization 

threatens to erode the principles of universities, especially as universities do not always have 

full autonomy in shaping their policies and practices. Rather than changing policies and 

practices for efficiency or effectiveness reasons, universities often adopt policies for legitimacy 

reasons (Suddaby et al., 2013). Institutions are regularly influenced by their broader 

environment, pressuring them to align external demands and internal policies and practices 

(Hwang, 2023: Röbken, 2004; Suddaby et al., 2013), thereby intervening with the autonomy 

and academic freedom of universities (De Wit, 2019). As a result, the growing influence of 

national agendas risks undermining the internationalization goals of universities.  

As already shortly mentioned, higher education increasingly becomes more English-taught 

because of globalization. While some see this shift as promoting global access, others argue 

this leads to cultural homogenization and undermines national identity (Knight, 2012). National 

language can bee seen as the main binding factor for a country. Moreover, language can serve 

as an instrument of nationalism, used to include or exclude individuals based on their language 

proficiency (Kamusella, 2001). Breton (1978) similarly highlights how language policies can 

serve nationalistic goals by restricting access to social, economic, or institutional domains.  

Even though language can be used as an exclusion tool, efforts to preserve the national language 

can also be seen as reasonable and legitimate. Research by Civan and Coşkun (2016), for 

example, shows that English-taught education can negatively affect the academic performance 
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of domestic students. Students who are not native English speakers face the double challenge 

of learning both the content and the language, which may slow down learning and widen 

inequalities (Romaine, 2009). Moreover, language is one of the key features that mark 

someone’s culture and identity. The choice of language in education is therefore not just a 

practical one, it is also political and cultural, as it affects people’s sense of identity and their 

culture. So, the national language is important. However, learning global languages, like 

English, remains crucial in today’s globalized society (Romaine, 2009). 

This debate about language in the national/internationalization and inclusion/exclusion context 

leads to the function of multilingualism. Multilingualism refers to the acquisition and use of 

two or more languages, but also to the co-existence of multiple languages within a certain 

context (Aronin & Singleton, 2008; Okal, 2014). Global migration, both voluntary and forced, 

has heightened linguistic and cultural diversity within countries, challenging traditional notions 

of language and national identity. A multilingual policy can ensure that members of different 

language groups have access to and can participate in all sort domains, for example in education 

(Romaine, 2009). Furthermore, multilingualism comes with benefits such as getting a better 

understanding of different cultures and effective communication (Okal, 2014).  

This nationalism-internationalization debate highlights the underlying tensions within the WIB 

and its impact on Dutch universities, where nationalist agendas may conflict with universities’ 

commitments to internationalization and inclusivity.  

Inclusive Learning Environment  
The concept of inclusion is central to the broader framework of equity/equality, diversity, and 

inclusion (EDI). EDI work within universities is concerned with guiding all issues of 

equality/equity, diversity and inclusion on campus and their related policy decisions (Wolbring 

& Lillywhite, 2021; Wolbring & Nguyen, 2023). How EDI policies and practices are 

operationalized impact the effectiveness of EDI work and thus the social situation of 

underrepresented groups (Wolbring & Lillywhite, 2021; Wolbring & Nguyen, 2023). Ahmed 

(2012) mentions that diversity workers do not only work within an institution, like a university, 

but also actively work on them as their role includes challenging and improving the institutional 

system to make it more inclusive.  

Many universities strive for an inclusive environment for international students and staff (Wang 

& Sun, 2022). Because, as already mentioned, international university members deliver an 

important contribution to the diversity of the university’s demographics (Snoubar, 2017; Steyn 
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& Vanyoro, 2024). An inclusive learning environment ensures that everyone, regardless of their 

backgrounds, is welcomed as valuable members of the university and can participate fully. It 

embraces diversity, striving for equitable outcomes and empowers all students to succeed 

(Moriña, 2016; Nunan et al., 2000). According to Nunan et al. (2000), the outcome of inclusive 

education is threefold: it increases access to higher education; it enriches student’s educational 

experience by engaging with diversity; and it prepares students to operate in diverse, evolving, 

and global workplaces.  

Nevertheless, this desire to be inclusive does not always match the reality (Wang & Sun, 2022). 

The shift in the internationalization logic, from cultural to a market-orientation, hinders the 

development of inclusive education within universities because it prioritizes commodification 

of education and students over the broader societal functions of universities (Nunan et al., 

2000). Furthermore, in the context of internationals, Buckner et al. (2022) claim that there is a 

separation between international students and EDI efforts. These authors studied how these two 

institutional projects intersect in two Canadian universities. They found that EDI work is 

primarily concerned with tackling discrimination based on race and ethnicity, religion, gender, 

and sexual orientation, and not so much with discrimination related to nationality or country of 

origin. Traditionally, the EDI agenda in Canada focuses on the accessibility for 

underrepresented domestic groups. As a result, international students are not perceived as an 

equity-seeking group, and therefore their inclusion within EDI work is limited. The authors 

recommend higher education institutions to include international students in their EDI 

framework so that the needs of all students can be addressed. The misalignment between EDI 

work and international students is not only addressed by the above-mentioned authors, but 

multiple authors also come to similar conclusions (e.g., Le Ha, 2025; Özturgut, 2017; Tavares, 

2024).  

However, international students are one of the various equity-seeking groups in higher 

education. So, international students and staff have a stake in and should be part of EDI agendas. 

It is important to note that international students are often made a homogenized group, while 

this group of international students is highly heterogenous. By categorizing international 

students under the same international label, legitimizes processes of exclusion and othering 

(Merabet, 2024; Wang & Sun, 2022). Including international students, through policy and 

practice, is essential for their (academic) success (Tavares, 2024), as well as for the university’s 

inclusive environment. 
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Understanding the dynamics of an inclusive learning environment is key to discover how the 

WIB might impact a university’s inclusion goals.  

Conceptual model  
Taking this all together, a conceptual model can be constructed to explain and visualize the 

relationship between the theoretical concepts. The tension between nationalism and 

internationalization presumably have affected the WIB. Consequently, the WIB will impact 

universities’ inclusion and internationalization goals.  

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model 

Chapter 3: Methodology  
This thesis relies on a qualitative, inductive logic that combines document analysis and semi-

structured interviews.  

Research Paradigm  
Every researcher is guided by a set of basic beliefs, also referred to as the research paradigm. 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) distinguish four research paradigms: positivism, post positivism, 

critical theory, and constructivism. The paradigm that underlies this thesis is constructivism. 

While elements of critical theory may also be relevant, particularly in relation to how higher 

education institutions are shaped by broader political and societal trends, the constructivist 

paradigm offers the most appropriate foundation for this thesis. This is because the primary aim 

of the thesis is to explore how universities interpret and respond to the WIB considering their 

commitments to inclusion and internationalization. This focus on subjective meaning-making, 

interpretation, and sense-making algins closely with the assumptions of constructivism, which 

hold that reality is socially constructed and context-dependent. Different interviewees may 

perceive, experience, and respond to the WIB in different ways. By acknowledging the 

existence of multiple realities and prioritizing participant’s own perspectives, the constructivist 

paradigm allows for a nuanced understanding.  
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Data Collection  
To get an understanding of the first sub-question, “how does the Balanced Internationalization 

Bill frame the issues and solutions related to internationalization?” the governmental 

document ‘Explanatory Memorandum2,’ as published on May 8, 2024, was analyzed. This 102-

page document, written in Dutch, includes the full text of how the WIB initially was proposed 

plus its explanatory memorandum. This document delves into the rationale and background of 

the WIB; its problem definition and objectives; and its content and implications (Tweede 

Kamer, 2024-b). It provides a complete overview of what the policy entailed when it was 

proposed, which helped to analyze the framing of internationalization in the WIB.  

It is important to note that on May 27, 2025, The House of Representatives voted against the 

implementation of the foreign-language education test3 (Trouw, 2025). This language test was 

a big part of the WIB as it was initially proposed on May 8, 2024, and includes that institutions 

were subjected to a language test in which it was decided whether they were granted permission 

to offer programs in a language other than Dutch. This thesis was designed, and data were 

collected before this event; therefore, the analysis was conducted on the WIB as it was initially 

proposed. Policy proposals, even if later amended, reflect the government’s original intentions 

and assumptions. The initial framing shaped the interpretation and responses of universities and 

broader society. Even if certain measures are not going to be implemented, the first proposal 

has affected institutional behavior and the sense of belonging of international students and staff.  

To get an answer on the second sub-question, “How do universities respond to the Balanced 

Internationalization Bill?,” both documents from UNL and the data gathered through 

interviews were analyzed.  

Universiteiten van Nederland (UNL) represents the interests of Dutch universities by 

formulating joint ambitions of the universities (UNL, n.d.-a.). On July 14, 2023, the Dutch 

government launched an internet consultation of the WIB, inviting public feedback on the 

proposal. UNL made use of this opportunity and submitted their input in a document titled 

‘UNL input for consultation on the Balanced Internationalization Bill4’ (UNL, n.d.-b). This 

document was included in the analysis, alongside UNL’s formal response following the official 

proposal of the WIB, as published on June 10, 2024, titled ‘UNL position on the Balanced 

 
2 Memorie van toelichting (3655-3) 
3 Toets anderstalig onderwijs (TAO) 
4 Input UNL consultatie Wetsvoorstel ‘Internationalisering in Balans’ 
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Internationalization Bill5’ (UNL, 2024). Additionally, the analysis included UNL’s most recent 

initiative to take further measures to balance internationalization through the ‘Binding 

agreements self-regulation proposal internationalization 6 ’ as published on April 15, 2025 

(UNL, 2025).   

In addition, nine semi-structured interviews were held with university staff working on EDI 

(policy), internationalization, and/or language. EDI professionals offer key insights into how 

the WIB aligns or conflicts with university goals of inclusion. Staff involved in 

internationalization and language were also included, as their roles directly relate to the WIB’s 

focus on international mobility and the promotion of Dutch. It was not feasible to focus on one 

university due to a lack of willing or available employees for interviews. Therefore, for practical 

reasons, this thesis includes interviewees coming from four Dutch universities.  

These interviews were held in a semi-structured interview format. Semi-structured interviews 

aim to create a conversation which allows for more information and clarification of answers 

than the traditional interview scheme (Barriball & While, 1994). To maximize the insight from 

the interviews, three groups were identified: EDI -, internationalization -, and language experts. 

Each interview group was asked the same opening and closing questions, but specific questions 

were tailored to each group’s expertise and perspective. The interview guides that were used 

can be found Appendix 1. However, these questions were adjusted during the interview based 

on previous answers the interviewees gave, which suits the semi-structured interview logic.  

Most interviewees were approached using the snowball method (Parker, Scott & Geddes, 2019), 

starting with three contacts provided by my thesis supervisor. These initial participants 

recommended additional interviewees. In addition, some interviewees were selected by 

browsing a university’s website. To protect anonymity, names are omitted, job description were 

simplified where possible, and the university they work for will remain confidential. Table 1 

provides an overview of the interviewees.  

 

 

 

 
5 UNL-standpunt Wet Internationalisering in balans 
6 Bindende bestuurlijke afspraken zelfregievoorstel internationalisering  
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Interviewee Position Interview Group 

Interviewee 1 Policy Officer EDI EDI Expert 

Interviewee 2 EDI Expert + Professor of 

Languages and Culture 

Combination of EDI 

Expert & Language 

Expert 

Interviewee 3 Policy Officer EDI EDI Staff 

Interviewee 4 EDI Officer + Professor of 

Languages 

Combination of EDI 

Expert & Language 

Expert 

Interviewee 5 Policy Officer 

Internationalization 

Internationalization 

Expert 

Interviewee 6 Education Affairs Internationalization 

Expert 

Interviewee 7 Global Mobility Advisor Internationalization 

Expert 

Interviewee 8 Assistance Professor of 

Languages  

Language Expert 

Interviewee 9 EDI Committee  EDI Expert  
Table 1: Interviewees 

Data Analysis  
Frame Analysis  
Kuypers (2009) describes frames to encourage others to see something in a particular way by 

shaping the way people interpret certain issues and situations. Frames are powerful because 

they shape how we perceive the world. They work by effectively highlighting certain features 

of reality while leaving others out (Entman, 1993). This selective emphasis often goes 

unnoticed, as we often rely on information that is already available to us, meaning that our 

judgements are influenced by the information that is easiest to access (Entman, 1993; Kuypers, 

2009). Kuypers (2009) explains that each frame consists of a problem definition, a cause, moral 

judgement, and suggests a remedy. Hence, the framing analysis of the WIB and its Explanatory 

Memorandum followed this logic. Firstly, the Explanatory Memorandum was read to 

inductively identify the main themes. The core themes were ‘control over internationalization’ 

and ‘preservation of Dutch language’.   It makes sense to have chosen these themes as these 

are also the two main objectives of the WIB (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b).  

Next, the question is answered: how are these themes framed in the WIB. Therefore, each theme 

was analyzed through the four dimensions explained by Kuypers (2009): problem definition, 

cause of the problem, a moral judgement, and suggested solutions. An oversight of this frame 

analysis can be found in Appendix 2.  
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A risk of doing a framing analysis is finding the frame you want to find rather than letting the 

text reveal its framing (Kuypers, 2009). To overcome this confirmation bias, themes were found 

inductively with an open and reflexive mindset.  

Gioia Method  
To analyze the data from the UNL documents and the interviews, the Gioia method was used. 

This method relies on an inductive approach. First, the documents and interview transcripts 

were coded through open coding of the data. These open, in vivo codes capture the exact 

wording of the UNL documents and the interviewees. Then, these open codes were grouped 

into first order concepts, which reflect the perspective of UNL and the interviewees. This was 

followed by axial coding. This means that linkages are sought between the first order concepts 

with second order themes as result. The last step of the Gioia method involves grouping the 

second order themes even further into aggregate dimensions. These aggregate dimensions result 

in a theoretical model that is grounded in the responses of universities on the WIB. (Gioia et 

al., 2012; Langley & Abduallah, 2011).  

The coding structure of the UNL documents and interviews is shown in Appendix 3. Coding 

the UNL documents and interviews has been an iterative process in which several codes were 

deleted or added throughout the coding process. To illustrate, the code ‘misattributing housing 

issue to internationals’ was deleted and integrated into the broader, more comprehensive code 

‘skewed problem identification.’ The code ‘universities become less inclusive/diverse because 

of language’ was split into two codes, distinguishing between the effects of the Dutch and 

English language. Besides, some quotes were initially vague and were later made more specific, 

for example ‘Dutch as tool’ was replaced for ‘government uses Dutch as tool’.  Furthermore, 

in the first round of coding, the second order theme named ‘rationale WIB’ was identified. This 

theme included codes such as ‘origin WIB’ and ‘policy intentions.’ While this data contained 

interesting information, it was excluded from the coding structure, as it did not adequately 

address the research question. Instead, this data focused more on the general policy background. 

Atlas.ti was used to code and structure the UNL documents and interviews.  

Ethical Considerations  
Because there are people involved in this research, it is of high importance to consider some 

ethical principles. Participation in this thesis is voluntarily, and interviewees were given the 

right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. Interviewees are granted 

anonymity and confidentiality by not revealing any personal identifiers, like their real names, 

exact job descriptions, and the university they work for. These points are included in a consent 
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form, along with information on data storage. Interviewees must agree with this consent form, 

which was sent to them at least a week prior to the interview. They either returned a signed 

form or provided verbal consent during the interview, which was recorded. Additionally, I 

should remain reflexive about potential biases and strive to fairly represent the perspectives of 

the interviewees (Arifin, 2018).  

Chapter 4: Results and Discussion  
This chapter presents the findings with theoretical reflections and discussion. The data reveals 

an interplay between language, exclusion, inclusion, and political narratives. It starts by 

examining the frames of the WIB, it then continues with university interpretations and 

responses on the WIB using UNL and interview data, supplemented with powerful quotes.   

Frame of the WIB 
The major problem the WIB, as proposed on May 8, 2024, addresses, is that 

internationalization, while beneficial, also brings significant risks (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b). 

This idea is expressed within two themes: control over internationalization and preservation of 

Dutch language. The frame analysis of these themes is supported by quotations from the 

Explanatory Memorandum (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b).  

Control over Internationalization 
The growth of international student inflow is framed as a threat to the “quality, accessibility, 

and affordability of Dutch higher education” (p. 6). The government utters concern about the 

“displacement of Dutch students and EEA-students7” (p. 22). Furthermore, the growth of 

international students is seen as unsustainable, as it puts pressure on the workload for lecturers, 

physical capacity, student well-being and housing and health services. The cause of this 

increasing inflow of international students is linked to the broad availability of English-taught 

programs in the Netherlands, minimal capacity restrictions, and previous active promotion to 

attract internationals. To give an example of the latter, the WIB refers to the policy dated back 

to 2013, ‘Make it in The Netherlands!’, which was aimed at increasing the inflow of 

international students. While this policy promoted the inflow of international students, the WIB 

aims to control this inflow, adopting an opposed position. The proposed solutions to control 

internationalization include numerus fixus measures, especially targeted at non-EEA-students, 

 
7 EEA-students are those who come from a country within the European Economic Area (EEA). The EEA 
includes all EU member states, as well as Iceland, Liechtenstein, and Norway (Government of the 
Netherlands, n.d.) 
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and the ability to install an emergency cap if the number of enrollments of international students 

is unexpectedly high. The WIB suggests it is the “responsibility of the government to ensure 

accessible and high-quality education” (p. 20) for Dutch and EEA-students, implying that their 

access is being threatened by (non-EEA) international students. Overall, this control over 

internationalization theme frames internationalization as a process that needs to be managed 

and controlled to protect educational goals. 

Preservation of Dutch Language 
Dutch as language for education and research risks to be marginalized. The cause of this 

problem lies in the growing number of non-Dutch programs, mainly English-taught, with 

English being the norm rather than the exception. Institutions decide for themselves whether a 

program meets the criteria to be offered in a language other than Dutch. These criteria are 

broadly formulated, giving institutions a lot of leeway. “The decision of an institution to offer 

a program in English might make sense on its own, but the combined effect of all these 

individual choices can lead to undesirable outcomes at the national level” (p. 16), like the 

decline of the Dutch language in education. Furthermore, the WIB states that English-language 

education can also have “negative effects, for example on accessibility and equal 

opportunities” (p. 15), as for some students English can form an “(unconscious) barrier to 

applying for a study program, leading to unintended self-selection” (p. 15). The preservation 

of Dutch is important as the WIB frames Dutch as a key driver for integration and social 

cohesion, emphasizing that mastering the Dutch language enhances international students’ 

chances of staying in the country, fosters a sense of community between students, teachers, and 

society, and is essential for success in many professions. The remedy to preserve Dutch in 

education and research involves tightening the criteria for non-Dutch language education, 

including a “foreign-language education test” and “extending the obligation to promote Dutch 

language proficiency to all students, including international students” (p. 2). The decision to 

offer education in another language than Dutch will no longer be made based on the added 

value for the student. Instead, this decision is now linked to efficiency arguments. In doing so, 

the government shifts from added value for the student to added value for the society, which is 

a reframing of the internationalization logic.  Supporting this shift, the WIB mentions it is 

“questionable” (p. 16) whether it is right and justifiable to fund foreign-language taught 

education with public resources, suggesting that public resources and funding should primarily 

benefit the national, Dutch-speaking population. It further emphasizes that “students should 

primarily be educated for participation in the Dutch society” (p. 8). Overall, this theme frames 

the Dutch language as vulnerable and in need of protection to maintain its role in education and 
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research. Education in another language than Dutch is only legitimized if it has a value for the 

Dutch society.  

Discussing and Concluding the Frame Analysis 
The WIB is framed as a necessary intervention and culturally responsible to restore a balance 

in internationalization of the Dutch higher education system. The WIB does not reject 

internationalization completely but emphasizes the need for a balance to safeguard accessibility 

and the Dutch language, an emphasis that was clearly reflected in the abovementioned themes. 

This debate is also addressed by Guri-Rosenblit (2015), arguing that higher education 

institutions are required to find a balance between national priorities and operating in an 

international setting. The WIB is an example of such a balancing act, but one that tends to 

prioritize national interests over international openness.  

In the first frame, control over internationalization, the government expresses concern over the 

increasing pressure on housing, staff workload, student well-being, and institutional capacity. 

This frame does not portray international students as causers of these problems but rather 

emphasizes how the system’s openness and promotional policies have outpaced infrastructural 

and organizational preparedness. In doing so, it positions the state as a necessary actor to restore 

a balance in higher education with the goal to improve accessibility to higher education for 

Dutch and EEA-students. This framing is more pragmatic than hostile. Yet, with the 

introduction of the second frame, the WIB moves to a reorientation of priorities toward national 

interests. Whereas the first theme advocates for educational accessibility for Dutch and EEA-

students, the second theme introduces barriers to this accessibility by installing language 

restrictions, which undermine the accessibility and inclusivity for non-Dutch-speaking EEA-

students. This reflection highlights a key tension within how the WIB is framed, navigating 

between international openness and national interests, ultimately prioritizing the second. It can 

be argued that the WIB reflects a reframing of accessibility, from a European-oriented to a more 

national, Dutch-language centric one. This results in questions about who the government 

exactly includes in the concept of ‘accessibility’. This brings equity implications, as it creates 

barriers that limit accessibility to Dutch universities for non-Dutch-speaking students. In this 

way non-Dutch-speaking students are excluded from participation based on language 

proficiency rather than academic achievement. This undermines institutional efforts to foster 

inclusive and international learning environments, as well as broader commitments to EDI.  

This shift to national interests may be part of a broader counter-reaction to internationalization. 

Internationalization used to have a focus on exchanges and cooperation to get a better 
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understanding of different cultures and languages. However, this vision is increasingly under 

pressure from a range of global developments, including the rise of nationalist-populist 

movements, stricter immigration policies, attacks on academic freedom, growing resistance to 

globalization, and anti-integration trends, which all might have negative consequences for 

internationalization It is too early to tell what the exact consequences of these developments 

will be (De Wit, 2019; De Wit & Altbach, 2020; Rhoades, 2017), but the WIB might be such a 

consequence, limiting international student mobility.  

Universities’ interpretations of and responses to the WIB 
Universities interpret and respond to the WIB, as proposed on May 8, 2024, in a certain way. 

Their responses can be categorized into language, diverse perspectives, EDI, nationalism, and 

strategic adaptation, aligning with the second order dimensions that emerged from coding the 

data.  

Language as a Mechanism of Inclusion and Exclusion 
The WIB puts a big emphasis on preserving and strengthening the Dutch language and refers 

to it as one of the two main objectives, next to controlling international student flows (Tweede 

Kamer, 2024-b). Language can play a key role in the formation of a national identity, and it can 

help to define what it means to be Dutch (Romaine, 2009), as language use is part of expressing 

a cultural identity (Backus et al., 2013; Romaine, 2009). However, language can also function 

as an exclusionary tool that divides people (Kamusella, 2001; Kulkarni, 2014). Kulkarni and 

Sommer (2015) define language-based exclusion as a practice of using a language that others 

present do not understand. Interviewee 3 explains how this limits the participation and access 

of internationals at Dutch universities:  

“if it is only taught in Dutch, then it is not open to international students. It will not be 

accessible to non-Dutch speaking students. That then leads to a less inclusive 

environment. People will feel less welcome.” 

Interviewee 4 elaborates on this by referring to exclusion of a higher level:  

“you can never assume that everyone should be able to speak Dutch, right? And so that 

lends itself, of course, to lots of exclusion. And that is exclusion of a higher level, I think, 

because someone who just arrived here doesn’t speak any Dutch at all. It’s not that they 

speak bad Dutch. They don’t speak any at all.”  

Both quotes show that the use of the Dutch language undermines the characteristics of an 

inclusive learning environment, limiting full participation and feelings of welcomeness for non-
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Dutch-speaking students (Moriña, 2016; Nunan et al., 2000). Moreover, the notion of 

‘exclusion of a higher level’ points to a deeper kind of exclusion faced by internationals who 

do not speak any Dutch at all, as opposed to those who speak it imperfectly. This form of 

linguistic exclusion restricts individuals’ access to and participation in the Dutch higher 

education system due to insufficient language proficiency. In this context, language becomes a 

mechanism of control to decide who can and who can not access Dutch higher education.  

However, the relationship between language and exclusion is not one-sided. English-dominant 

environments may also lead to inequality and exclusion, in this case for Dutch-speaking people, 

which is also pointed out in the WIB. The use of English can create divisions, as for some 

English is their first language, and for others, English is their second or third language. Those 

who lack fluency in English risk being excluded from full participation in, for example, 

educational contexts. The dominance of the English language in education illustrates that 

English has significant ‘soft power’, meaning that it holds influence not through force but 

through educational, cultural, and economic expectations (Odrowaz-Coates, 2018). Interviewee 

2 explained:  

“a lot of inequality arises in using English as a lingua franca because some people get 

a huge advantage that they were born in Canada or Australia. And other people who 

are from France or Sweden or the Netherlands just have to hop behind that because 

they have trouble keeping up.”  

This quote illustrates how the use of English as lingua franca can reproduce linguistic 

hierarchies, privileging native English speakers. So, while English is often framed as neutral or 

inclusive, it can also be a source of inequality. However, not everyone agreed with this way of 

thinking, as interviewee 1 refers to this as an unfair comparison:  

“every Dutch student has had six plus years of English, it’s almost impossible to avoid 

as a Dutch student. In fact, a certain level of English is required to study. I also think 

this makes sense in an academic context because we train people for professions where 

English is inevitable. You can’t really say the same about Dutch.”  

This argument introduces a counterpoint, while English may be a second language for many, it 

still is a well-integrated part of the Dutch educational system. Interviewee 1’s perspective 

reframes English not as a source of inequality but as a necessity within academia.  

Nevertheless, as interviewee 8 reflects: 
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“it’s interesting, this inclusion/exclusion that could be in both languages … It doesn’t 

mean that English is always exclusive, or Dutch is always exclusive. But it depends how 

you use those languages.” 

This insight shows that neither Dutch nor English is inherently inclusive or exclusive. Rather, 

it is the use of these languages that determines its impact. This leads to the idea that institutions 

should not simply favor one language but instead consider how multilingual practices can foster 

inclusion within universities.  

The langue experts that were interviewed, voiced their disappointment that the WIB reduces 

the language issue to a binary: Dutch versus English. Interviewee 4 explained: 

“this polarization, this either Dutch or English position, which, as I said, I think is 

completely unnecessary … I would have liked to see more discourses about 

multilingualism in that.”  

Interviewee 8 expressed a similar sentiment: 

“I think the answer really to inclusion is more bilingualism or even multilingualism.”  

These interviewees argue for an inclusive language approach through multilingualism, 

suggesting to move beyond language oppositions and embracing linguistic diversity. 

Interviewee 2 captured the underlying cultural logic of this multilingualism argument by 

stating: 

“we are a multilingual society. You always notice it if you look around and listen 

carefully. We are heartily multilingual. So, how can a campus not be multilingual? I 

don’t understand. We should be multilingual and then indeed try to be as inclusive as 

possible. That is quite a challenge … But that’s a challenge I’m happy to take on.”  

In this way, multilingualism becomes a principle of inclusion and cultural recognition, rather 

than just a communication tool. Whereas the use of English as lingua franca is largely based on 

the notion that language is a functional tool (Backus et al., 2013). Multilingualism can be the 

solution for an ethical and sustainable balance between the use of English and other languages 

(Phillipson, 2009).  

Concluding this part, the role of language reveals complex dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. 

The WIB aims to preserve and strengthen the Dutch language, but this inevitably leads to 

exclusion of non-Dutch speakers and negatively impacts the international and inclusive 
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character of Dutch universities. At the same time, the dominance of English in the academic 

environment can also lead to inequalities and exclusion, as not everyone has the same level of 

fluency. This tension shows that neither Dutch or English is inherently inclusive or exclusive. 

This binary view of languages neglects the potential of multilingualism as a more inclusive 

language policy.  

Diverse Perspectives and the Value of Internationalization 
Beyond language, interviewees spoke about the value of diverse and international perspectives 

within the academic environment. Interviewee 2 points out that:  

“giving a lecture to forty white Dutch people is very different from giving a lecture to a 

very diverse classroom, then you actually have very different types of discussion that fit 

the theme very well … There are many themes that in other cultures really do have a 

different meaning.”  

This reflection shows that diverse perspectives enrich academic discussions by viewing topics 

through multiple cultural lenses. This is in line whit Sawir’s (2012) findings, international 

students enrich classroom discussion by sharing examples from their own cultural backgrounds. 

Furthermore, because of international students, domestic students encounter more with diverse 

perspectives and are more willing to challenge their own ideas and perspectives. Moreover, 

being open to question their own beliefs and values correlates positively with their development 

in general education, leadership skills, and intellectual development, as Luo and Jamison-Drake 

(2013) found in their U.S.-based study.   

Besides the presence of international students, the presence of international staff and lecturers 

is also an important contributor to higher education (De Wit, 2019). Interviewee 4 points out:  

“I think it is a loss of quality of education … if all the teaching is done in Dutch, you 

can only hire people who can teach in Dutch … If you hire internationally, you can get 

people with really different, diverse, innovative backgrounds and projects and so forth.” 

This shows that if education becomes more Dutch-taught it would limit the talent pool, 

potentially excluding highly qualified international lecturers who bring diverse perspectives 

and knowledge.  

Interviewees expressed concerns that the WIB might reduce this diversity coming from 

internationals, both students and lecturers, and that universities become unwelcoming 

environments for internationals. However, the WIB claims that:  
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“the government does not expect the proposed measures to have a deterrent effect on 

(potential) international students” (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b, p. 63)  

and:  

“reducing the number of international students through the language measures is also 

not an objective of this bill.” (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b, p. 17).  

However, the same documents also state something contradictory, namely:  

“the expectation is that the assessment of the foreign language education test will 

eventually lead to a decrease in the number of foreign-language programs, and thereby 

possibly a decrease in the number of international students.” (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b, 

p. 65).  

So, the WIB is framed as it will not reduce internationalization, and thus diversity within 

universities, but still, it is a likely policy consequence. This shows a disconnect between intent 

and implementation.   

To sum up this part of the analysis, the interviewees expressed the educational importance and 

value of internationalization, highlighting how diverse classrooms and faculty enrich academic 

debate and critical thinking. Research supports these claims, showing that engaging with 

different cultural perspectives positively impacts students’ academic and personal development 

(Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2013). The reduction of diversity, because of the WIB, therefore 

concerns the interviewees regarding the academic and cultural quality of education. However, 

the bill states that it has no intention to reduce the number of international students, but its 

language measures may have that effect. This reflects a misalignment between the policy goals 

and possible outcomes.  

The Indirect Role of EDI Teams 
As already mentioned in the theoretical chapter, Buckner et al. (2022) found that EDI work is 

not so much concerned with the specific needs of international students and staff. The 

interviewees gave responses in line with what these authors found. Interviewee 1, for example, 

stated that:  

“we don’t actively make distinctions between specific student groups. So, for example, 

we don’t say that something should be done specifically for students with disabilities, 

or for students from different cultural backgrounds, or for international students”.  
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Interviewee 3 elaborated on this by mentioning their intersectional approach:  

“there is also an intersectionality between all these characteristics. So, in that sense, we 

don’t separate them into either this or that. We take a more intersectional approach.” 

These quotes show that, in general, EDI teams do not differentiate explicitly between various 

groups of students and staff. Still, given the implications of the WIB and the recommendations 

of Buckner et al. (2022), it might be beneficial for international students and staff to be a focus 

point of EDI work, particularly during times when their sense of accessibility and belonging is 

at risk.  

Furthermore, all interviewees involved with EDI revealed that EDI teams or experts primarily 

hold an advisory role in relation to the WIB, and that the bill only exerts an indirect influence 

on their policies and practices. Interviewee 3 explained:  

“It’s [the WIB] not directly related to our work. Indirectly it will have an impact, but it 

is the indirect impact on our community actually … We’re really focused on how our 

community is doing. Whether anything is emerging as a consequence of it. So, for 

example, if, or as I just mentioned, if certain camps start to form. If an ‘us versus them’ 

dynamic arises. That would be concerning for the community, and that would fall under 

our responsibility. The only role we might have, is to signal certain developments if this 

continues or if this bill gets passed. In that sense, it could be harmful to the community 

we’ve built.”  

So, although EDI teams or experts are not directly involved in shaping policy responses to the 

WIB, they are thinking about the effect the WIB might have on the university community. The 

role of EDI teams focuses more on monitoring, signaling and advising rather than actually 

changing their own EDI policies and practices.  

These findings illustrate that EDI teams tend to adopt an intersectional approach rather than 

addressing the distinct needs of specific student groups such as international students, 

confirming the findings of Buckner et al. (2022). While this intersectional stance has its 

benefits, the unique challenges the international community possibly faces, suggest that a more 

specific focus could enhance the sense of belonging and support of internationals. Additionally, 

the advisory and monitoring role of EDI teams in the context of the WIB highlights their 

position as guardians of the university community rather than direct policy actors.  
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Nationalism and Migration Control  
A shared assumption of the interviewees was the nationalistic and anti-migration agenda of the 

WIB. Seton-Watson (1979) defines nationalism as a doctrine about the interests of a nation and 

as a movement to achieve those interests. Moreover, the author writes that nationalism is often 

used in a negative sense to suggest that a country prioritizes its own interests over those of 

others and is therefore associated with selfishness. Ko and Choi (2021) argue that nationalist 

governments are more likely to implement anti-migration policies than governments who do 

not rely on nationalism, as nationalism often makes a clear distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

Whether the Dutch right-wing cabinet is a nationalistic one remains a matter of debate, but 

interviewee 1 commented:  

“it [the WIB] fits very much with the political wind that is blowing, which is much more 

focused on nationalism and our own people first than striving for a balance. I think it’s 

bit of a misleading law for what I think is quite a clear political vision.”  

This quote suggests that the WIB is less about educational improvement and more about 

pursuing a national agenda that prioritizes ‘our own people’ over international inclusion. 

Interviewee 8 elaborated on this with the conviction that the WIB does not provide concrete 

steps to make education more accessible to Dutch students, as she describes:  

“if it’s [the WIB] to encourage Dutch students to attend higher education, that’s great. 

But I’m not sure the government is really trying to push for that. I’m not sure the idea 

is to have more Dutch students and fewer internationals. I think from what I was reading 

it is really the idea of immigration is out of control. We use Dutch to reduce immigration, 

not really helping Dutch students who are maybe from a lower social class to access 

higher education. I think I haven’t heard steps being taken to promote Dutch students.”  

This interviewee challenges the stated goals of the WIB by suggesting that its true goal is not 

to support Dutch students, but to reduce immigration by using the Duch language as tool. It 

critiques the lack of concrete measures to improve access for underrepresented Dutch students. 

Again, framing the WIB as a tool for the government’s nationalist and anti-migration agenda 

rather than genuine educational reform. Interviewee 4 joins this line of thinking and adds that 

the WIB is an odd anti-immigration bill. She describes the WIB as: 

“an unusual anti-immigration bill because usually the immigrants that are targeted are 

not educated EU, and that’s most of our students, right? They come from educated 

backgrounds. They are EU, I mean we have obviously students outside of the EU, but 
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most of our students are from the EU. And so, it is unusual to target that population, but 

it’s certainly not unheard of, right? This isn’t the first time that countries have tried to 

get rid of all sorts of foreigners. So, I think that’s clearly the sentiment.”  

Together, these quotes offer a strong critique of the WIB, framing it as a policy driven by 

nationalist and anti-migration sentiments.  

On top of that, some interviewees argued that the WIB misidentifies problems, as interviewee 

1 points out: 

“the problems that are being raised are, in my opinion, problems in general and not 

really related to international students.”  

Interviewee 4 illustrated the skewed problem identification by addressing the housing shortage:  

“It’s, ‘oh, we’ve got this housing shortage which we’ve created through neoliberal 

policies, but let’s address it by getting rid of international students’. I mean, I think 

that’s very much one of the sentiments. That’s not, you know, that’s not in the bill, but I 

think that is part of the framing and part of why it’s popular, right? Because there is 

resentment about housing shortages.”  

In this way internationals are framed as scapegoats for general problems. This is in line with Le 

Ha (2025), who writes that international students are often defined, projected, and talked about 

as “the cash cows, the cause of housing and social harmony crises, the reason behind declining 

academic standards and integrity, the robber of slots in programs and universities supposedly 

reserved for local students” (p. 349). The author criticizes this portrayal and argues that 

international students contribute to the diversity of higher education institutions and should not 

be scapegoated for policy debates and political blaming.  

Furthermore, the WIB raises concerns about institutional autonomy and academic freedom, 

which are core values of higher education institutions (De Wit, 2019). The WIB affects this 

independence by intervening in internationalization strategies and by prescriptive language 

policies. Top-down government steering is something that has grown significantly in the last 

decades (Guri-Rosenblit, 2015). When the state controls language choices and international 

recruitment, it restricts universities’ abilities to determine their own academic directions and 

goals, possibly impacting the quality of education and research (De Wit, 2019). This is 

something that is also addressed by UNL (n.d.-b, p. 4):  
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“if these measures are implemented, the government will have a direct control over the 

curriculum and the final qualifications of programs. This is a significant intervention in 

the autonomy of universities that will have a direct negative impact on the quality of 

education.”  

UNL’s concern is that if the government starts deciding things for universities, for example 

parts of the curriculum, it might become normal or acceptable for the state to have even more 

control over university content later, which UNL perceives as dangerous for the quality of 

education and the independent position of universities. By intervening in the autonomy of 

universities, the state can integrate universities into its broader nationalist and migration agenda.  

The interviewees collectively perceived the WIB as nationalistic and shaped by an anti-

migration sentiment. These views frame the WIB not as a reform to improve the accessibility, 

affordability, and quality of education, but rather as part of a broader narrative of nationalism 

and migration control, raising concerns about scapegoating and university autonomy.  

Strategic Adaptation to the WIB  
Changes in national policy often require organizational adaptation, which involves changing 

their policies and practices (Crosby, 1996).  However, the WIB has yet to be formally adopted, 

meaning that no official national policy change has taken place. But in response to this 

uncertainty, institutions can try to respond proactively by developing strategies and actions that 

prepare them for the future. By doing so, institutions try to shape or influence the new upcoming 

law (Kallo & Välimaa, 2025). This is also explained by interviewee 6:  

“all universities, led by UNL, have acknowledged that the WIB is on its way. While there 

are elements of the bill they are unhappy with, they have decided to develop their own 

set of measures that comply with the legislation. In doing so, they aim to influence both 

the law itself and the legislative process.”  

An example of this attempt to influence the bill is in the statement of UNL of April 15, 2025. 

In this statement, UNL has announced to take further self-directed measures to balance the 

internationalization of higher education. The measures UNL proposes include switching many 

psychology programs, especially in the urban areas, to Dutch (border regions will keep bilingual 

options); some economics and business programs will limit enrollments on their English-taught 

tracks and will add Dutch-taught versions; and universities will improve Dutch language skills 

among staff and students to ensure they continue to live and work in the Netherlands. However, 

universities will only install these proposed measures if the foreign-language education test is 
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removed from the WIB, attempting to influence the final policy. This ultimatum set by UNL 

has been successfully met, as the foreign-language education test that the government intended 

to impose on all bachelor’s programs taught in a language other than Dutch will not go ahead. 

The House of Representatives voted against the foreign-language education test on May 27, 

2025 (Trouw, 2025). This shows a strategic attempt to preserve autonomy and control over how 

the policy will be implemented.  

In addition to these newly proposed measures, universities have already taken some preparatory 

measures. Interviewee 5 mentions:  

“a restriction has really been imposed, and that is also a bit through self-direction, on 

the active recruitment of foreign students.”  

Interviewee 6 adds:  

“so, no longer present at large-scale fairs abroad, that kind of things. And we already 

see that reflected in the declining number of students, both at X, but also at other 

institutions. So, the law is not even there yet and you can already see that it is having 

an effect.”  

Universities also halted planned or stopped existing English-language programs, as interviewee 

6 illustrates:  

“an English-language program was already stopped before the WIB was there.”  

Through self-imposed limits on international recruitment and the halt on English-taught 

programs, universities are proactively responding to the policy proposal. This shows that the 

policy debate alone is already shaping practices of universities and has real effects on 

internationalization.  

However, universities also kind of have a wait-and-see attitude, as there is a strong sense of 

uncertainty. Interviewee 6 explained:  

“you see now that the industry is also a little bit in anticipation. What exactly is going 

to be in this WIB? What exactly is being asked of us?” 

Interviewee 4 elaborates:  
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“well, we’ll see what happens with the law. I mean, because if the law passes and I 

mean, frankly, what I think will probably happen is that the law will pass, but with so 

many loopholes that most programs won’t actually switch to Dutch.”  

These quotes reflect that universities are not fully sure on how the final WIB will look like. 

This is a logical stance, as the WIB is under constant development and one of the major parts 

of the WIB, the foreign-language education test, has recently been rejected. Interviewee 4 even 

referred to loopholes, which might reduce the actual impact of the WIB.  

This all shows that the WIB, while not yet officially adopted, prompted universities to engage 

in strategic adaptation. These adaptations both prepare universities for possible legal changes 

while they also aim to influence the policy itself. Nonetheless, this proactive approach is 

tempered by a feeling of uncertainty, as universities also hold a wait-and-see stance. That 

universities both act and wait, illustrates a strategic adaptation that is both reactive and reserved.  

Nuanced Reflections 
While the interviewees and UNL were critical of the WIB, it was also recognized that the 

increased inflow of international students leads to bottlenecks at certain universities and in some 

university cities (UNL, 2024; UNL, n.d.-b). Some interviewees acknowledged that, despite its 

shortcomings, the WIB’s has potential to initiate long-overdue conversations and discussions 

about the role of language in education and the regulation of market-driven internationalization. 

This aligns with Altbach and Knight (2007) and De Wit’s (2019) critiques of 

internationalization driven by revenue motives rather than educational or ethical considerations. 

Ultimately, while universities are critical of the WIB’s underlying logic, they also see it as an 

invitation and opportunity to rethink and reshape how universities can promote an inclusive and 

international learning environment, one that embraces multilingualism and values diversity.  

Final insights from the Results and Discussion 
The proposed WIB offers only partial solutions to the problems it identifies. The WIB proposes 

tools such as numerus fixus and language measures to solve the identified problems. These 

measures aim to restore the control over the inflow of international students and protect the 

Dutch language in the educational context. However, these measures can introduce new 

challenges in terms of inclusion, internationalization and academic quality. Furthermore, it can 

be questioned what the intend is behind installing these measures, referring to a nationalist and 

anti-migration rationale.  
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In sum, the WIB provides solutions for the problems it raises, but not in an inclusive and 

internationalized way. Its framing prioritizes national interests and the Dutch language, which 

limit the inclusive and internationalized character of Dutch higher education.  

Chapter 5: Conclusion 

Conclusion  
The aim of this thesis was to examine how Dutch universities interpret and respond to the 

Balanced Internationalization Bill (WIB), as proposed on May 8, 2024. The WIB claims that 

internationalization, while also beneficial, has grown out of balance (Tweede Kamer, 2024-b).  

The WIB frames the growth of international student inflow as a challenge to the quality, 

accessibility, and affordability of Dutch higher education. Internationalization is framed as a 

process that needs to be strategically managed. University responses emphasized the academic, 

cultural, and developmental benefits of international students and staff, aligning with 

scholarship that highlights how diversity enhances critical thinking, intercultural competence, 

and educational quality (Luo & Jamison-Drake, 2013; Sawir, 2012). This contrast highlights a 

key tension: where the government sees internationalization as something that must be 

strategically constrained, universities view it as a valuable contributor to educational 

enrichment. This tension also reflects Guri-Rosenblit’s (2015) note that universities must 

navigate a difficult balance between national political demands and educational ideals.  

The second dominant frame in the WIB constructs the Dutch language as vulnerable and in 

need of protection. This frame marks a shift from seeing education in other languages as 

beneficial for students to something that must be justified in terms of its value to the Dutch 

society. While this focus on language preservation is presented as a measure to improve 

accessibility, it risks excluding non-Dutch speaking students, including EEA students who 

would otherwise be covered under EU mobility agreements. This contradiction shows how the 

WIB reframes the concept of ‘accessibility’ from a European oriented to a national, Dutch-

centered one. So, this framing introduces new exclusionary dynamics for students who do not 

have a sufficient fluency in Dutch. As shown, several interviewees responded critically to this 

binary framing of language as either Dutch or English, calling instead for multilingualism as a 

norm in academia. Multilingualism, they argued, fosters inclusion and intercultural 

understanding and recognition, an idea supported in the literature by Okal (2014), Aronin and 

Singleton (2008), and Romaine (2009).  
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Furthermore, the data from the interviews revealed that the underlying logic of the WIB has 

been perceived as nationalistic and anti-immigration in sentiment. These sentiments are also 

embedded in the main themes of the WIB, particularly the preservation of Dutch language 

frame. Language, in this context, functions not only as a means of communication but also as 

an instrument for nationalism (Kamusella, 2001). The WIB’s emphasis on the Dutch language, 

its conditional view of foreign-language programs, and its suggestion that public funding should 

prioritize Dutch-speaking citizens all point to a redefinition of who higher education is for. This 

nationalist framing contradicts with the international and inclusion goals of universities.  

While the WIB is not formally adopted yet, it already shapes the behavior of universities. This 

anticipatory behavior is aimed at influencing the policy. Still, this proactive approach is paired 

with uncertainty. Even if the final law is softened, for example, through loopholes or dropping 

the foreign-language education test, its initial framing sends a strong symbolic message about 

who is included and who is not in Dutch higher education.  EDI experts may become to play a 

crucial role in this context, as the WIB risks undermining the inclusive learning environments 

that universities aim to foster. By acting as both observers and advisors, EDI experts can help 

identify and address the potential exclusionary impact of the WIB on the university community. 

In doing so, they contribute to protecting the inclusive and international commitments that are 

central to many universities. Moreover, the WIB is the start of having overdue conversations 

on sustainable internationalization and language policy to hold on to inclusive and international 

commitments.  

To give a final answer on the research question of this thesis: “How do Dutch universities 

interpret and respond to the proposed Balanced Internationalization Bill (WIB) considering 

their efforts to promote an inclusive and international learning environment?”, it can be 

concluded that Dutch universities interpret the WIB as driven by nationalist and anti-migration 

sentiments that risk undermining their commitments to inclusivity and internationalization. 

While the WIB offers partial solutions aimed at controlling international student inflow and 

protecting the Dutch language, its measures raise concerns about exclusion, reduced 

accessibility, loss of diversity, and threats to academic quality. Universities respond with a 

combination of critique and adaptation, which became evident from both the interviews and the 

position taken by UNL, demonstrating that the WIB constrains the inclusive and international 

character of Dutch universities.  
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Practical and Managerial Implications  
This thesis highlighted the interplay between national policy and institutional goals around 

internationalization and inclusivity. This gives universities insight into proactive and strategic 

adaption as the WIB develops, rather than being solely reactive. This thesis stimulates 

universities, but also the political environment, to think about multilingual language strategies 

in which both Dutch as other languages are used in a complementary way. Furthermore, it might 

be recommended to EDI officers to have an extra focus on the well-being of international 

students in the Netherlands, as the WIB can give them feelings of unwelcomeness and 

exclusion. Moreover, universities should consider including EDI officers in strategic 

discussions about the WIB and similar legislations. The expertise of EDI officers can help 

mitigating exclusionary effects and can benefit the entire academic community. Lastly, 

universities must invest in and implement Dutch language training for international students 

and staff. Not just because it is a requirement from the WIB, but also because it is a means of 

integration and inclusion.  

Contribution to Theory 
This thesis showed how internationalization is framed in a national policy and how universities 

respond in practice. It brought together debates on internationalization, language, and EDI. 

Through a combination of frame analysis of the WIB and interviews, this thesis provided 

insights into how universities navigate the tension between national interests and their inclusive 

and international commitments, building on the tension Guri-Rosenblit (2015) addresses 

between national and international priorities. Frame analysis (Kuyper, 2009) was used to reveal 

how internationalization is reframed in the WIB from a student-centered, globally cooperative 

effort to a national bounded, regulated sphere. By integrating the WIB with perspectives from 

UNL and university staff that work on internationalization, language, and EDI, this thesis 

contributes to the broader literature about nationalism and internationalization in higher 

education settings (e.g. De Wit & Altbach, 2020). Furthermore, it adds to EDI research by 

highlighting how language intersects with inclusion and exclusion, and by showing the limited 

but potentially critical role EDI teams play in responding to national policies.  

Limitations  
As discussed in the methodology, only four Dutch universities were included in this thesis. 

Furthermore, this thesis is based on a limited number of interviews with staff involved in 

internationalization, language, and EDI. This may result in not fully capturing the diversity of 

perspectives within all Dutch universities. Moreover, the WIB has not yet been implemented at 
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the time of writing this thesis and underwent changes after data collection and analysis, namely 

the rejection of the foreign-language education test. As a result, this thesis does not capture 

actual changes in institutional practices or policies. This limitation makes it difficult to assess 

long-term implications of the WIB. Future research could address these limitations by 

expanding the participation pool and closely following the policy process 

Future Research  
As the WIB is still in development, it would be interesting to follow this process and examine 

how the finalized bill shapes the policies and practices of Dutch universities. It would be 

interesting to broaden this study to all Dutch universities to get a more comprehensive 

understanding of the impact of the WIB. Additionally, in this thesis, EDI experts suggested that 

the WIB probably will have an indirect impact on their activities. For example, if an ‘us versus 

them’ dynamic arises because of the WIB, it will have an impact on the community that EDI 

officers must deal with. It would be valuable and interesting to research how exactly this 

indirect role plays out if the policy proposal is fully installed and integrated. Furthermore, as 

the House of Representatives recently voted against the foreign-language education tests, it still 

would be interesting to research the impact of this proposed language test. Even without the 

formal implementation of this language test, the proposal and the surrounding political 

discourse may still influence how international students and staff perceive their position within 

the Dutch higher education system. Future research could explore whether the discussion and 

process itself, regardless of the outcome, has contributed to feelings of exclusion and 

unwelcomeness.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide 
General, opening questions for every interview group 

- Can you tell something about your role and responsibilities at the university you work for?  

o How does your work relate to the WIB? 

- What do you see as the main goals/intentions behind the WIB?  

o Whose perspective is prioritized? Who benefits the most and who is 

disadvantaged the most? Are there any disadvantages for Dutch students?  

- In your knowledge, has the university already made some structural changes or policy 

changes in response to the WIB?  

 

Questions for EDI Experts 

- What are the main priorities of the university’s EDI agenda?  

- How much is EDI work within the university concerned with international students (rather 

than other diversity categories)?  

o Do you see a gap or disconnect?  

- What do you think will be impact on EDI policies and practices if the WIB will be 

implemented?   

o Did the EDI team discussed the impact of the WIB/What were the decisions and 

conclusions/How did this process go?  

o E.g. which policies and practices will be changed or are new policies and 

practices needed to maintain an inclusive environment with fewer international 

students and staff?  

- What challenges do you see in maintaining an inclusive and international learning 

environment if the WIB will be implemented? 

- Do you see opportunities that might arise from the WIB in terms of EDI? 

 

Questions for Internationalization Experts 

- What are the main priorities of the university’s internationalization agenda?  

- Did you discuss the WIB within your team?  

o What decisions were made?  

- What are the broader implications of the WIB for Dutch higher education’s global standing?  

- In your view, how does the WIB reflect broader political or societal trends in The 

Netherlands? 

- What changes, if any, do you foresee in how the university navigates its commitments to 

internationalization and inclusion in response to the WIB? 

- What do you think universities should do to ensure that internationalization remains a core 

part of higher education despite national policy constraints?  

 

Questions for Language Experts 

- The WIB proposes to preserve and strengthen Dutch as the primary language of higher 

education in The Netherlands by promoting Dutch language proficiency to all -including 

non-Dutch – students, and by offering more education in Dutch. What is your view on this?  

o What are the consequences and (dis)advantages? 
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o In your view, does it make sense to promote Dutch to all students/offer more 

education in Dutch in The Netherlands? 

- What role does language play in fostering an inclusive learning environment?  

- In your view, how does the WIB reflect broader political or societal trends in The 

Netherlands? 

- What changes, if any, do you foresee in how the university navigates its commitments to 

internationalization and inclusion in response to the WIB? 

- How do you think Dutch higher education can balance national policy requirements with 

their international ambitions? 

 

General, closing questions for every interview group 

- The WIB claims there is a pressure on the quality of education and accessibility for Dutch 

students. Do you think this is a problem and that managing internationalization will solve 

this problem? 

- Have faculty or staff raised concerns about the WIB’s potential impact? How?  

- In your knowledge, are there any tensions between different departments or stakeholder 

regarding the potential implementation of the WIB?  

- If you could change and improve the WIB, what would it look like?  

- Is there anything that I missed in this interview? Do you want to say something more about 

the WIB?  
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Appendix 2: Frame Analysis 
 

 Theme 1: Control over international 

student flows 

Theme 2: Preservation of Dutch 

language  

Problem definition The growth of international student 

inflow poses risks to the quality, 

accessibility, and affordability of Dutch 

higher education. It puts pressure on 

student well-being, teacher workload, 

physical capacity, housing and health 

services. There is concern about 

displacement of Dutch and other EER-

students.  

The increase in foreign-language programs 

threatens the position of Dutch as a 

language of education and research. This 

has consequences for the connection with 

the Dutch society and accessibility to the 

Dutch education system.   

Cause  A strong promotion of 

internationalization combined with a 

wide range of English-taught education 

offer, minimal capacity restrictions.  

Rapid growth of English-taught programs, 

the Dutch language is not sufficiently 

embedded in English-taught programs, 

English becomes default rather than 

exception. 

Moral judgement The current situation leads to 

overcrowded classrooms, rising 

workloads for teachers, limited access 

for Dutch and other EER-students, and 

growing housing scarcity. It is the 

Dutch government’s moral duty to 

ensure accessible and high-quality 

education for Dutch and EER-students 

first, especially when capacity is 

scarce. Limiting non-EER inflow is 

portrayed as justifiable and necessary 

under these conditions.  

Dutch is important for access to the labor 

market, social participation, and social 

cohesion. English-taught education may 

marginalize Dutch-speaking students. 

Students must be educated for the Dutch 

context/society 

Remedy Numerus fixus, enrollment caps on 

non-EER student admissions, and 

emergency caps in case of unexpected 

growth. Through self-direction, 

institutions can manage the 

international student flow proactively.  

Obligation to promote Dutch language 

proficiency for all students, regulation of 

foreign-language education through a 

foreign-language education test. 

Framing devices  Sustainable balance; balance between 

benefits of internationalization and its 

negative side effects; numerus fixus; 

self-direction 

Dutch society; foreign-language education 

test; protection of Dutch language; 

efficiency criterium; self-direction; Dutch 

language proficiency  

Frame Protection of educational capacity  Protection of Dutch language  

Table 2: Frame analysis WIB 
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Appendix 3: Gioia Coding Structure 
 

First order codes Second order themes Aggregate dimensions  

- Preparing for the WIB 

- Universities take own measures/self-direction 

- Restraint in recruitment  

- Stop/switch some English-taught programs 

- National consultation structures WIB 

- Loopholes  

- Wait-and-see attitude  

 

 

Strategic 

Organizational 

Adaptation to the WIB 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Understanding and 

adapting to the WIB - Understanding attitude  

- Acknowledgment programs with high numbers of 

internationals 

- Understanding of the focus on Dutch 

- WIB starts a discussion 

 

 

Nuanced Positions  

- Difficult to improve Dutch language skills  

- Universities become less inclusive/diverse because 

of English language  

- Universities become less inclusive/diverse because 

of Dutch language 

- Language ensuring inclusive/exclusive 

environment  

- WIB’s language policy clashes with inclusion 

policy 

- Bilingualism/multilingualism  

 

 

 

 

Language as inclusion 

and exclusion  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University will become 

less inclusive and diverse  

- Diversity enriches academic debate 

- Diversity enriches knowledge development  

- Reflection of prejudice 

- Gaining intercultural skills 

- International perspective broadens horizons 

- International classroom 

 

 

Importance/value 

diverse perspectives  

- Inclusion promises versus distressing practice 

- Internationals feel less welcome 

- Negative influence on diversity 

- Concerns for international student  

 

Unwelcoming 

environment  

- Limited focus WIB in EDI team 

- Advisory role of EDI team 

- WIB influences EDI (policy) indirectly 

- Not differentiating between student groups 

- Fragmentation within university  

 

Indirect Role of EDI 

Team 

- State intervention 

- (Anti)migration reasoning government 

- Government uses Dutch as tool 

- Nationalism  

- Polarization  

- Skewed problem identification  

- Benefits of internationalization underexposed  

 

 

 

Nationalistic policy  

 

 

 

 

WIB is characteristic of 

the current political 

situation 

 - Reputation university  

- Wide range of English-taught education  

- International character university  

- Overall effects internationalization  

- Quality over quantity in internationalization  

 

Universities’ 

international position  

Table 3: Coding structure interviews 

 


