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What Do We Mean By 
Multinational?
American universities are still defin-
ing what it means to go global. For most 
higher education institutions, global in 
the university context will continue to 
mean recruiting international students, 
offering student exchanges, providing 
study abroad programs, and facilitating 
faculty collaborations and joint degrees 
with foreign universities. 

With the United States positioned as 
the world leader in higher education, it 
is little wonder that some universities are 
taking globalization a step further. A num-
ber of institutions, particularly research 
universities, are developing strategies to be 
truly multinational—including establish-
ing a physical presence abroad to extend 
the institution’s mission on a global scale 
while delivering educational programs in 
foreign countries. 

While certain corporations jump to 
mind when using the term multinational, 
the American Heritage dictionary defini-
tion is silent about organizational type: 
“having operations, subsidiaries, or invest-
ments in more than two countries.” Using 
this broad definition, the number of mul-
tinational American universities will likely 
grow considerably in the 21st century. 

Figure 1 shows the continuum of inter-
national activities in which a college or 
university might engage. We believe the 
level of risk increases with investments in 
facilities and people in another country—
the right side of the continuum—which 

is our focus here. An increasing level of 
commitment and risk requires careful 
analysis and planning to address issues 
and opportunities, as well as open com-
munication and thoughtful discussion by 
all involved. Chief academic officers and 
chief business officers must work closely 
together to ensure that financial and 
operational realities align with strategic 
mission priorities.

The president, provost, and execu-
tive vice president for administration and 
finance at Georgia Tech meet regularly 
to discuss major strategic opportunities, 
challenges, and priority issues. Addi-
tionally, the provost and executive vice 
president for administration and finance 
meet regularly on strategic program plans, 
budgets, and financial strategies to move 
the university forward. They plan major 
international initiatives together—assign-
ing lead people to shepherd the planning 
process from our respective areas, and 
traveling together with key deans, depart-
ment chairs, faculty, and administrative 
leaders to assess the potential of major 
undertakings. 

As the institution digs deeper into the 
details, we engage more people to bring 
different viewpoints and skill sets to the 
table. We discuss our plans with corpora-
tions that might want access to our stu-
dents, faculty, and research. Our brand 
and our reputation are on the line, so we 
must be appropriately engaged as leaders 
to deliver the best thinking from our cam-
pus community.

Why Go Global?
With more than 550,000 international 
students studying in the United States and 
with faculty collaborating with colleagues 
around the world, American colleges and 
universities do not necessarily have to 
establish a physical presence abroad to 
be active members of the global academic 
community. Even without active recruit-
ment in most cases, so many international 
students apply to major U.S. graduate 
programs that not enough spots exist. 
With 2,600 graduate school applicants 
from China and India alone for fall 2006, 
Georgia Tech does not have to be in Asia to 
attract students from the region.

And, delivering programs in new loca-
tions is not always easy for universities, 
even in markets for which success seems 
like a slam dunk. A July 20, 2007, article in 
the Chronicle of Higher Education reported 
“an unprecedented number of Australian 
universities are withdrawing from overseas 
ventures.” This trend was highlighted after 
the University of New South Wales Asia, an 
undergraduate-focused campus based in 
Singapore, closed after only one semester 
of operation. Like their U.S. counterparts, 
Australian universities viewed the huge 
Asian student market as an opportunity for 
growth. Despite the obvious advantages 
of proximity to and experience with Asian 
student markets, many Australian univer-
sities have apparently decided to rethink 
their strategies. 

Whether the focus is on graduate or 
undergraduate education, why expand 
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