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1 Introduction

The creation of a global partnership in education requires a
considerable investment of time and resources, yet com-
paratively little attention is given to long-term sustainability.
This is surprising because, even when partnerships make
excellent “common sense,” long-term sustainability can be
negatively impacted by a number of factors, including
inequitable levels of commitment, confusion about the
partnership’s objectives, and/or cultural misunderstandings
[1–3]. Moreover, the process of leveraging the necessary
expertise, resources, and human capital to forge a partner-
ship is both time-consuming and costly [4, 5].

Drawing from extant literature on global research part-
nerships that detail the firsthand experiences of international
branch campuses, transnational education agreements,
research collaborations, and other multinational consortia
arrangements, this chapter first identifies four specific threats
to long-term sustainability. The first threat involves diver-
gent motivations and goals for the partnership. The second
threat is inadequate planning and funding volatility, espe-
cially in instances when a partnership is overly reliant on one
source of funding and is susceptible to market forces. The
third threat addresses the issue of leadership turnover and a
lack of formal and informal leaders from within the part-
nership. The fourth threat concerns poor staff morale as the
result of an over-reliance on part-time employment; limited
opportunities for individual advancement; and/or differing
expectations for shared governance, faculty duties, and
academic freedom.

Afterward, the chapter proposes four conditions that can
improve the prospects of long-term sustainability for col-
leges and universities interested in stable, mutually benefi-
cial global partnerships. First, a careful, transparent analysis
of both institutions’ organizational cultures is essential so

that an alignment in motivations and goals for both parties
can be fostered. Second, multiple funding sources are vital,
along with a strategic plan that outlines the projected dura-
tion of the partnership, prospects for deeper synergies, and
entrepreneurial ventures. Third, shared leadership responsi-
bilities among multiple individuals ensure consistent per-
formance amidst turnover and change. Fourth, an
environment that promotes dialog and opportunities for
professional growth must be cultivated so that individuals
feel like vested members of the partnership, concurrent with
their membership in their respective disciplinary and pro-
fessional communities.

As a final matter, the chapter considers two ethical issues
pertinent to contemporary global partnerships. First, it
argues that global partnerships should not simply exist in a
vacuum, with benefits exclusively held by the members of
the partnership. Instead, a global partnership should also
forge a charter with society, fulfilling higher education’s
traditional outreach, instructional, and research missions so
that the continued relevance of the partnership is apparent to
internal and external stakeholders from a variety of back-
grounds and experiences. Second, it maintains that activities
related to innovation and entrepreneurship should be con-
sidered from the standpoint of the public good and con-
ducted in a transparent manner, particularly if potential
conflicts of interest might arise.

2 Threats to Long-Term Sustainability

In the early 1990s, researchers from the fields of business and
marketing established an empirical basis for understanding
why transnational collaborations either thrive or deteriorate
over time. These researchers were motivated by a sense that
globalization was rapidly transforming international trade,
fostering a sense of interconnectedness between previously
distant cultures, and encouraging competition for intellectual
property and cheap labor between individual corporations
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and nation-states [6]. Therefore, they felt that new theoretical
frameworks and data were necessary to depict changing
business practices in a world of amplified entrepreneurial
ventures and remarkable instability in labor markets.

Their conclusions were consistent in that healthy com-
munication channels and trust were repeatedly found to be
crucial for a productive and sustainable transnational rela-
tionship [7–10]. Collaborations that did not have these two
essential ingredients were unlikely to survive threats to
long-term sustainability that emerged at a surprisingly rapid
pace, even during early interaction periods between stake-
holders. Subsequent studies of global higher education
partnerships have exhibited similar results, and four themes
emerge from this evolving literature.

2.1 Divergent Motivations and Goals

The earliest factor highlighted by researchers concerned
shared motivations and goals for the partnership [11]. As
Heffernan and Poole discovered in their late-1990s studies of
Australian universities’ transnational partnerships, “quite
simply, where there was a mismatch between the Australian
university and the overseas education provider on the pri-
mary objectives and vision for the relationship, deterioration
and potential termination in the relationship often occurred”
[12]. In more recent years, the fate of several international
branch campuses has suffered from similar mismatches
between the aspirations of the home institution and the
interests of the host country.

For example, the University of Nevada at Las Vegas
(UNLV) offered undergraduate and graduate degrees in
hospitality management and executive education for nearly
ten years in the city-state of Singapore through an initially
successful international branch campus venture. However,
the branch campus was torn between the ambitions of
UNLV (to establish a more comprehensive institution in an
area perceived to have substantial economic promise and
student talent) and the more circumspect plans of Singapore
(to develop their own hospitality management program that
could produce skilled labor for the city centerpiece Marina
Bay Sands resort). Once the Singapore government no
longer needed the expertise of UNLV’s hospitality program,
the international branch campus was forced to financially
support itself through student tuition revenue. In subsequent
years, the UNLV Singapore suffered from low visibility and
paltry student enrollment, so it summarily closed [13].

2.2 Inadequate Planning and Funding Volatility

Institutions in Western nations where state funding for
higher education has precipitously declined in recent years

have been particularly keen to view global partnerships as an
opportunity to generate much-needed income [14]. For
example, Monash University in Australia unveiled interna-
tional branch campuses in Malaysia and South Africa after
its 1999 strategic development plan cited a need for greater
institutional self-reliance in the face of decreased govern-
ment funding [15]. Nevertheless, if a partnership is overly
reliant on one source of funding, it could be upended by
market forces, causing each of the vested parties to question
their long-term commitment.

Wilkins and Huisman have further observed that some
global partnerships, in the rush for alternative sources of
revenue, have failed to adequately “understand the cultures
and business practices in the regions they would like to
operate” [16]. Drawing upon Simon Marginson’s concep-
tualization of the Confucian higher education model in
Southeast Asia [17], they explain how an incomplete
understanding of cultural and political forces could result in
frustration:

In countries such as China, Korea, and Singapore, the Confucian
model molds higher education systems. Although foreign higher
education institutions might benefit from high levels of family
commitment to investment in higher education, they need to be
aware that the government retains tight control over policy,
planning, and funding [16].

Additionally, regional differences in contract law, hiring
practices, and financial accounting practices cause instability
for global partnerships [18, 19]. As a result, global part-
nerships that are created without substantial planning and an
interrogation of regional cultures and national regulatory
frameworks are unlikely to succeed beyond the first few
years.

2.3 Leadership Turnover and Instability

For global partnerships to remain viable, leaders must
carefully balance competing demands from external and
internal stakeholders who are likely to have different agen-
das and visions for the partnership. For instance, the host
institution or country (an external stakeholder from the
perspective of the partnering institutions) may want to
control resources and influence hiring practices. Internal
stakeholders, in turn, are likely to feel protective about
outside influences over curricula, research programs, and
branding efforts. For these reasons, leadership stability is
extremely important in maintaining a consistent vision and
trajectory for a global partnership [20].

Unfortunately, global partnerships have historically wit-
nessed substantial turnover in administrative and executive
positions. Further, the recruitment and retention of knowl-
edgeable administrators essential to the partnership can
prove to be difficult [21]. The pool of individuals who have

88 M. Lanford



the global perspective and administrative background to lead
a transnational partnership is relatively small. And yet, even
the individuals who have the necessary experience to lead a
global partnership may be loath to rebuild professional
contacts in a new environment while uprooting their
domestic partners and children from their professional
careers and extended families.

As a final note, organizations can have a variety of
expectations concerning leadership norms. Educational
institutions, however, are different from many organizations
in that a certain degree of freedom and collegiality is fre-
quently expected by administrators and executives. Some
may even be attracted to a global partnership specifically
because they think greater workplace freedom may result
from a group that is loosely coupled to multiple organiza-
tions, rather than intricately tied to a single institution [22].

Nonetheless, Anatoly Oleksiyenko has wisely cautioned
that “corporate abuse emerges and is sustained primarily in
zones of alienation—places with poorly designed academic
organization, which fail to safeguard academic freedom,
respect, and healthy collegial relations” [23]. The specific
location where a global partnership largely conducts its work
may have a culture that is more entrenched in hierarchical
decision-making, and it could find its momentum stymied by
frustrated employees who are used to greater independence
in their previous jobs.

2.4 Poor Faculty and Staff Morale

Similar to the topic of leadership, Phillip Altbach has argued
that recruiting and keeping faculty talent in global partner-
ships is the “greatest problem of sustainability”:

[Faculty are] reluctant to leave their work, especially in the
sciences. Junior faculty worry that overseas teaching will not
serve their chances for promotion. Concerns about the education
of children, employment of spouses, and other family issues also
intervene. Even in cases where additional remuneration and
other benefits are offered, it is frequently difficult to lure pro-
fessors overseas. The problem is exacerbated over time. The
relatively small number of home-campus faculty willing to
relocate is restricted and quickly exhausted [24].

It is also known that the expectations of shared gover-
nance [25], faculty duties and participation [26], and aca-
demic freedom [27] may differ significantly among
cross-border partners. This leads to cognitive dissonance
among faculty who assume that the governance, service
expectations, and freedom they experienced in their past
institutional environments will continue unabated in a dif-
ferent cultural realm.

Since full-time faculty are often difficult to recruit for a
global partnership, part-time faculty are frequently hired to
fill teaching (and occasionally research) positions. However,
an over-reliance on part-time faculty could limit teaching

effectiveness, research productivity, and opportunities for
individual advancement [28]. Part-time employees are also
less likely to commit to a single institution. Compounding
the problem is the fact that there is generally an unwilling-
ness for global partnerships to be forthright about the chal-
lenges faculty will face in a foreign environment [29].

3 Improving the Prospects for Long-Term
Sustainability

Given the confluence of these challenges, one might rea-
sonably wonder if a global partnership is all but doomed
beyond the first couple of years. This chapter, though, takes
a different position. It contends that the threats to long-term
sustainability outlined in the previous section can be ame-
liorated, but only if careful steps are taken to plan the future
of the partnership, determine the organizational culture,
distribute leadership responsibilities, and promote open
dialog and professional growth.

3.1 Alignment in Motivations and Goals
for Both Parties

He and Wilkins have suggested that to achieve legitimacy,
international branch campuses have been compelled to
“follow the local regulations of either the host country
government or the quality assurance bodies,” creating a
situation where “the curriculum of the international branch
campus must conform to the local standards” [30]. Thus, any
type of global partnership is placed in a bind, whereby dif-
ferent legitimacy building strategies must be strategically
considered. Some may argue that the partnership should
simply conform to local practices, as He and Wilkins have
documented. Others may assert that the partnership can
establish independence if nearby institutional forces are
weak and there is a low dependence on local resources.

This chapter instead contends that both parties need to
have a similar investment in the motivations and goals of a
partnership. For this to occur, at least three steps should be
undertaken. First, a careful, open analysis should be con-
ducted of both institutions’ organizational cultures. Location
can certainly influence this discussion; as described by
Healey, “transnational education partnerships often operate
in the rapidly growing economies of the Middle-East and
Asia, where the linguistic, cultural, political, and legislative
environments are very foreign to those of the exporting
universities” [31].

Second, an equitable distribution of staff and coherent
hiring practices should be cultivated. When too many
employees come from one institution, the strengths of
the partnership (e.g., diversity of ideas, a multicultural
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perspective) are diluted. Also, there is a risk that the organi-
zational culture and mission statement will be undermined by
the belief systems and past experiences of the majority group.

Third, the joint development of a mission statement
should guide partnership activities. For all educational
institutions, mission statements are of exceptional signifi-
cance, as they can regulate the allocation of resources,
accentuate certain organizational activities, and provide a
sense of clarity during turbulent times. Without a clear
mission, the partnership may lack coherence, and stake-
holders will question its relevance.

3.2 Careful Planning and Multiple Funding
Sources

Along with the development of a mission statement, a
strategic plan should outline the projected duration of the
partnership. In a study of 60 global higher education part-
nerships, Mwangi found “ninety percent of partnership
stakeholders cited that a critical aspect of a successful
partnership was the deliberate time and attention given to
planning before implementation as it allowed for the
development of effective and realistic goals for the project”
[32]. Thus, the strategic plan should be formulated well
before any official partnership activities take place and
substantial financial resources are apportioned. By the same
token, all institutions should have relatively equitable
investments—of both money and resources—in the success
of the partnership. As the strategic plan is developed, pro-
spects for deeper synergies, entrepreneurial ventures, and/or
other partners should be identified.

3.3 Shared Leadership Responsibilities

If global partnerships are destined to have significant leader-
ship turnover, then it may appear virtually impossible to
cultivate a consistent institutional identity and nurture values
endemic to the organization. One solution, however, is to
adopt distributed leadership theories that encourage individ-
uals throughout the organization to become experts at specific
areas essential for daily operations while concurrently devel-
oping leadership skills [33]. While no one leadership style is
ideal for every organizational culture, the sharing of leader-
ship responsibilities is important for reliable performance
amidst turnover and change. This is especially true for rela-
tively small organizations, like global partnerships, that have
difficulty in cultivating “buy-in” among employees.

The communication style of leaders should also be con-
sistent and effective in the local context. As Borgos [29] has
noted, “the success of an organization in part will depend on
its ability to make connections within the host country and to
manage its dependency on the foreign external environment
in which it operates”. Without leadership who can forcefully
articulate the goals and values of the partnership, the host
culture might face difficulties in delivering appropriate
support.

As a final point, not all leaders of an institution hold titles
that signify their leadership credentials. Every institution has
discernible “informal” leaders who may not hold an explicit
leadership role but are widely recognized by their peers as
important representatives of employee sentiments and as
conduits for information about institutional decisions. Any
partnership that hopes to maintain a sense of continuity from
one year to the next cannot ignore the influence and
prominence of these “informal” leaders. Instead, an institu-
tion needs to identify both the “formal” and “informal”
leaders within the organization so that strategic decisions are
deliberated and implemented in a manner that makes people
feel that their sentiments—and their hard work—are valued
[34].

3.4 Open Dialog and Professional Growth

Finally, a global partnership should be an environment that
promotes open dialog and encourages opportunities for
individual professional growth. The expectations of gover-
nance, faculty activities, and free speech (for all members,
including faculty, staff, and students) should be clear,
especially if they differ from the expectations of the partners’
campuses. In addition, it is essential to remember that
researchers are members of the partnership and also mem-
bers of their scholarly communities; they need to have
opportunities for personal and professional growth in both
spheres. For some individuals interested in developing their
teaching expertise, this might mean participation and finan-
cial support for pedagogical seminars and instructional col-
loquia in different countries. For faculty who wish to
maintain their research profile, grant funding support and
institutional sponsorship of faculty and student research
collaborations might be necessary.

Similarly, administrative and staff professionals will
likely maintain a duality in which they devote substantial
energy to the preservation of distant professional relation-
ships while they further the immediate goals of the part-
nership. Such a division of roles should not be seen as a
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distraction; rather, it should be encouraged as a way to both
develop the skills of partnership members and spread the
activities of the partnership to new audiences [35].

4 Establishing Legitimacy by Embracing
Community

Over the past 20 years, global higher education partnerships
have expanded due to several motivating factors grounded in
rational planning and global competition. From the per-
spective of the “host” country, a global partnership can be
one vital component of a broader strategy to expand capacity
in the higher education sector, develop a twenty-first-century
workforce, encourage collaborative research, or enhance
institutional prestige. From the perspective of the “export-
ing” institution, a global partnership can propel institutional
branding efforts, forge international ties, lead to the
recruitment of talented students and faculty, or simply be
financially advantageous.

4.1 Legitimacy Concerns

Despite these potential benefits, global partnerships continue
to suffer from internal and external legitimacy concerns. The
faculty and staff of exporting institutions regularly question
the purposes and value systems of global partnerships and, at
times, actively campaign against their development. Those
who work in a global partnership may not only feel distant
from the activities and reward structures on their home
campuses but also acutely aware of the opposition to their
work. The benefits to the majority of people in the host
country are also too frequently unclear, as global partner-
ships may appear to have little engagement with their sur-
rounding communities [36].

Therefore, it is useful to ask if the discussion around
global partnerships in higher education has been, to date, far
too circumscribed by neoliberal philosophies that extol
economic gain and competitive advantage. Partnerships are
almost always formed between inherently unequal parties.
One only needs to observe the number of global partnerships
between institutions from wealthy nations and institutions
from low-income countries, along with the resultant uneven
levels of participation and individual agency [37]. The
imbalances in North–South research collaborations that
grant Northern researchers the ability to establish research
priorities, dictate the theories to be deployed, and decide the
methods to be utilized have also been well-documented [38].

Additionally, as Phillip Altbach and Jane Knight have
cautioned, “globalization tends to concentrate wealth,
knowledge, and power in those already possessing these

elements” [39]. Authors have extended this analysis to
observe that global partnerships and international branch
campuses reify elite global university networks while having
a limited (perhaps even negative) impact on educational
equity and basic human rights, such as free speech and the
protection of minoritized people [40–42].

Conversely, an increasing number of research studies
have demonstrated that transnational higher education has a
minimal, if not completely ineffectual, impact on local
educational entities due to a lack of inter-institutional com-
munication and knowledge exchange [43]. Global higher
education partnerships have also tended to operate outside of
traditional regulatory environments in that they operate as
private entities (even when they receive public funding), and
they have nebulous accountability to both their home insti-
tutions and their respective governments [44]. These find-
ings are especially disquieting for those countries who hope
global partnerships will stimulate education hubs, a region
distinguished by an expansion of cross-border talent,
knowledge production, and innovative ideas that can have
immediate, tangible benefits for the local economy and
society as a whole [45].

4.2 Conceptualizing a Charter with Society

Hence, this chapter takes a different conceptual perspective
by asking a final question: What would it look like if global
partnerships in higher education developed a charter with
their respective societies?

As Kezar has compellingly argued, contemporary higher
education is torn between key aspects of neoliberalism, such
as private enterprise and economic enterprise, and traditional
notions of the public good, where colleges and universities
support local and regional communities through contribu-
tions to government, health care, primary education, and
other social institutions [46]. However, it is important to
emphasize that neoliberal values and the public good need
not be in perpetual conflict. In fact, global higher education
partnerships may need to refocus some of their neoliberal
activities in service of the public good in order to establish
greater legitimacy and assuage critics who feel such part-
nerships are only advancing the aspirations of elite actors
and institutions.

One way to accomplish such a task is to perform edu-
cational outreach activities in local communities. Elsewhere,
I have written about how international branch campuses can
be too often viewed as cloistered communities that preserve
valuable educational resources for a privileged few [47].
Global higher education partnerships could instead embrace,
particularly in their mission statements, the responsibility to
train globally minded citizens. Furthermore, outreach efforts
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could be maintained with local community organizations to
provide support for marginalized groups that might other-
wise be overlooked or exploited.

Second, the fruits of artistic endeavor and scientific
development should be available to individuals in the com-
munity, as well as members of the partnership and spon-
soring institutions. A global partnership should not have an
exclusive focus on enriching the coffers of the institutional
stakeholders. A long-term goal of greater access could be
simultaneously developed so that the partnership is truly a
hub for diverse backgrounds and perspectives—not just a
multicultural collection of elite actors.

Third, activities related to innovation and entrepreneur-
ship should be conducted in a transparent manner, particu-
larly if they invite potential conflicts of interest. The
temptation to monetize every innovation is understandable,
given the competitive pressures of globalization, university
rankings, and academic branding efforts. A compact with
society, though, would weigh short-term benefits related to
resources and prestige with the long-term sustainability of a
partnership that is perceived as being vital for societal pro-
gress [48]. If an innovation or important medical discovery
becomes too expensive for most people in the surrounding
community to use, then the partnership has behaved no
differently than a multinational corporation beholden to
shareholders.

5 Conclusion

A global partnership in higher education can strengthen
existing academic networks and business relationships [49],
promote greater intercultural awareness [50], and open new
opportunities for innovative research [51]. Despite their
continued expansion, however, such partnerships are pla-
gued by poor planning, sustainability problems, and legiti-
macy concerns. Many partnerships seem to be created only
with a short-term perspective that is set up to take advantage
of temporary financial windfalls and/or human capital that is
susceptible to exploitation. Once the slightest difficulty
threatens the partnership’s survival, it may be ill-equipped to
articulate a coherent mission, transition to alternative fund-
ing sources, rely on a combination of “formal” and “infor-
mal” leaders, or foster open dialog, each of which have been
proven to sustain organizations for the long term.

Moreover, power dynamics between different transna-
tional educational stakeholders remains a topic worthy of
continued investigation. As this chapter has demonstrated, a
global higher education partnership must carefully negotiate
cultural expectations and norms, consider the perspectives of
different partners, and ensure that communication channels
are maintained, particularly for those who might reside in
marginalized positions within the organization. What we

have learned over the past two decades of global higher
education partnerships is that competition too often obscures
original intent—and the intent is to sustain a mutually ben-
eficial alliance that will not only advance the dreams and
ambitions of individuals within the organization, but ulti-
mately benefit society as well.
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