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CONTEXT
Moderator Rahul Choudaha provided an 
overview of TNE and described different 
student segments that TNE serves. The 
other panellists then described their 
institutions’ strategies and experiences 
with TNE, and offered lessons learned.

OVERVIEW
Institutions from around the world are 
implementing successful transnational 
education (TNE) strategies and 
programmes. In all cases, these strategies 
have evolved over time as the context 
for higher education and transnational 
education has changed. Institutions must 
determine exactly why they want to provide 
TNE, what their goals are, what their 
strategy is, and what types of partnerships 
they would consider. For some, having 
commercial goals doesn’t make sense, as 
financial gains are unlikely (or impossible), 
while others have had positive commercial 
experiences.

The panellists suggested taking a forward-
looking approach by examining future 
internal institutional as well as external 
global trends. Future trends that are 
worth considering are demographic and 
geographic trends, student segments and 
the motivations of each, the institution’s 
future goals, and the lessons learned from 
past experiences. With such an approach, 
institutions can make informed decisions 
about strategy, investments, curriculum, and 
partnerships.
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KEY THEMES
Transnational education involves diverse 
solutions for diverse student segments.

Per Rahul Choudaha, transnational 
education is a complex topic with diverse 
solutions. TNE is affected greatly by both 
demographic and economic trends; these 
trends will shape the future of TNE. A 
country such as Singapore is projected to 
have declining economic growth because 
of demographic changes, while Vietnam is 
expected to have strong economic growth 
due to demographics. These demographic 
and economic drivers will affect the 
demand for education, and for transnational 
education. 
Adding to the complexity is the reality 
that higher education serves very different 
student populations. Students can be 
classified into four segments:

• Highfliers. These students have both 
academic preparedness and financial 
capabilities. They are looking for prestige 
from institutions with star branding and 
aren’t ideal targets for TNE.

• Strivers. They are high on academic 
preparedness but low on financial 
resources. They are interested in 
advancement and jobs, and are 
interested in TNE to help prepare them.

• Strugglers. They have neither financial 
resources nor academic preparedness. 
They may be motivated by immigration 
and are looking for a destination rather 
than an experience. They will find a way 
to go abroad, but are not motivated by 
education or experience. This is not an 
ideal target for TNE.

• Explorers. These students have money 
but lack academic preparedness. 
They have the capability to pay but 
not necessarily the preparedness to 
succeed. These students are interested 
in exploring and have the financial 
resources. They are decent candidates 
for TNE, but will need some academic 
assistance.

Adding further complexity and uncertainty 
to this reality is the emergence of online 
learning models. These models raise 
questions about the basic premise of 
investing in a large physical infrastructure 
and branch campuses. Are these the models 
of the past? With changing demographics, 
changing student situations, and changing 
technologies, what will be the models of 
the future? These are the questions that 
institutions must consider.

“As international educators interested in 
transnational education, we have to make 
some choices about what we do and what 
we do not do. Which students do you 
want? What kind of model do you want?”
— Rahul Choudaha

An important lesson learned at 
Nottingham Trent University is to know 
exactly why you are engaging in TNE.

Nigel Healy recounted that the Nottingham 
Trent University first became an official 
university in 1992, with the right to award 
degrees. At the time there were 3000 
international students on campus and 
7000 transnational students. At the time 
the motivation for the international and 
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transnational programmes was largely 
opportunistic, based on the University’s 
ability to award degrees. These activities 
were not highly commercial; they were 
driven by a desire to extend reach and 
build capacity, which was done through 
franchising and validation. Partnerships and 
other types of relationships were built and 
largely stayed in place through the 1990s.

In the past few years, the TNE strategy was 
rethought and a new strategy developed. 
The objective is to create a meaningful 
international learning experience for 
Nottingham students so they graduate 
as highly employable global citizens. 
Implementing this strategy involves 
focusing on internationalising the curriculum 
and the student body, faculty development, 
and international partnerships. The old 
TNE strategy, particularly franchising and 
validation, no longer fit. 

The current model, which represents a 
significant and somewhat difficult shift, 
is focused on dual degrees, and involves 
multiple partnerships. A commercial aim 
of the strategy is to recruit international 
students, but the other aims are non-
commercial. They are to enhance 
Nottingham’s reputation, diversify the 
student body, and provide meaningful 
opportunities for student mobility and 
knowledge exchange.

“You’ve got to be clear from the outset 
why you are doing this [TNE]. It can’t 
be commercial. It’s got to have a deeper 
meaning to it.”
— Nigel Healey

Important lessons learned about TNE over 
the past 20 or so years include:

• Know why you are engaging in TNE. It is 
probably not a money maker.

• Recognise that creating and changing 
strategies and forming partnerships 
is hard, slow, and time consuming. 
Creating and implementing a strategy 
and establishing a partnership is 
extremely hard and takes considerable 
time. So too are changing strategies 
and exiting partnerships. Leaving 
partnerships is often like a complicated 
divorce, and takes much more time and 
effort than people realise.

• Expect partnerships to overpromise 
and under deliver. Be cautious and don’t 
have unrealistic expectations.

• Realise that nothing stays the same. 
Your institution will change over time, 
as will students, partners, and the world 
at large. The strategy and partnerships 
need to be robust enough to survive 
these changes. One example of constant 
change is that few offshore campuses 
have remained offshore campuses. 
They almost always either become 
independent or die. 

Monash University has gone global and 
its international strategy has evolved over 
time.

Monash University is an Australian 
institution established in 1958. For Monash, 
being international is its core mission. 
Monash began recruiting international 
students in the mid-1980s and then in the 
1990s decided to go global, establishing 
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foreign branch campuses in Malaysia (1998, 
around 7000 students today, is profitable) 
and South Africa (2001, about 4000 current 
students, has struggled financially). In 2001, 
Monash decided to go beyond branch 
campuses by establishing teaching centres 
in Italy and England (2001). Since then, 
Monash has pursued new opportunities in 
India, China, and Indonesia.

Monash’s international strategy has three 
key elements:

1. Connecting to Asia’s major innovation 
hubs. Asia’s investments in research 
and development are increasing rapidly. 
Monash wants to academically support 
this growth by connecting to innovation 
networks that are forming.   

2. Evolving the models. Monash has 
moved away from undergraduate 
branch campuses in Malaysia and South 
Africa and has shifted its focus from 
undergraduate to post-graduate. Monash 
is forming partnerships to support this 
shift.

3. Connecting to industry. Monash is 
creating partnerships with industry in 
China and India where companies fund 
students’ educations.  

“Understanding opportunities, beyond 
just market assessment, helps shape the 
thinking, helps shape our response.”
— Eugene Sebastian

Important lessons that Monash has learned 
about TNE are:

• Policy opportunities. It is essential 
to understand the contextual factors 
that shape the prospects and forms of 
institutional responses. It is the context 
that catalyses the way and informs why 
an institution like Monash might want to 
enter a country. Just conducting market 
assessments is not enough. Assessing 
the context needs to be coupled with 
understanding the policy environment. 
For Monash this has meant identifying 
signals, issues, and government agendas. 
Monash has relied heavily on the input of 
alumni in different countries for insights 
to shape its strategy.

• Mobilising structures. Multiple structures 
influence the way in which Monash 
organises itself around a strategic 
initiative. This includes aligning its 
mission with the mission of other 
organisations, having appropriate 
governance structures, supporting the 
mission and governance structures 
with adequate resources and staffing, 
aligning systems, and having academic 
alignment. TNE can be expensive and 
infrastructure intensive.

Stenden University sees great value in the 
branch campus model.

Stenden University, based in the 
Netherlands, has four branch campuses: in 
Qatar (2000), South Africa (2001), Thailand 
(2007), and Indonesia (2010). These are all 
small campuses, with a total of 750 degree-
seeking students. What was previously 
mobility from the Netherlands to the branch 
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campuses is increasingly an exchange of 
students from one campus to another, 
as about 600 of the students are mobile 
between campuses. Classes are taught 
mostly by expatriate staff, with faculty at 
the different branches collaborating to 
create a more global curriculum. One of 
the branches is wholly owned by Stenden; 
the other three involve partners. Stenden is 
regularly approached by potential partners 
about opening a new branch.

Important lessons learned from Stenden 
include:

• In establishing a branch campus, an 
institution needs to have a senior 
executive on site. This individual must 
understand the home institution and the 
educational model and philosophy, and 
be clear about the objectives.

• Objectives between the home institution 
and partners must match. This must be 
the case at all levels, and must include 
academic objectives and financial 
objectives. A mismatch in objectives will 
doom a partnership. 

“International branch campuses offer 
the opportunity to internationalise your 
programme, your curriculum, in ways that 
you cannot do with just a home campus. 
They provide an extra dimension in a 
different context, which is worth a lot.”
— Robert Coelen

Other Important Points

• Plan ahead. Institutions need to be 
looking today at where the demand for 
education will come from in 2030, which 
is almost certainly in the Asia-Pacific 
region. This should be a primary focus of 
TNE.

• Securing research contracts. While 
it is difficult to find TNE operations 
that are commercially successful, TNE 
and branch campuses can enhance an 
institution’s reputation and can help lead 
to significant research awards.

• Internal politics. To make TNE 
arrangements work, there must be 
strong support at the very top of an 
institution and TNE must be embedded 
in the infrastructure of the organisation. 


