
 
 
 

http://dx.doi.org/10.30585/jrems.v1i4.341 

© 2019 the Authors. Production and hosting by Avicenna FZ LLC. on behalf of Dubai Business School, University of Dubai,  
UAE. This is an open-access article under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 
    Page | 33  

Journal of Research in Emerging Markets 
JREM, 2019, Vol. 1, No. 4, ISSN: 2663-905X 
Available online at http://publications.ud.ac.ae/index.php/jrems 

The difficult act of balancing financial and academic 
performance: Product adaptation strategies at university 
branch campuses 
 

Ali Bhayania  
 
aFaculty of Business, University of Wollongong Dubai, United Arab Emirates, alibhayani@uowdubai.ac.ae. 

 
Received: 24 June 2019, revised: 9 November 2019, accepted: 25 November 2019, published: 8 December 2019. 

ABSTRACT 

Adapting a product to suit local requirements is a well-known international marketing strategy. Branch campuses 
generally adapt programs to suit local requirements. However, the academic fraternity has resisted adaptation 
on concerns about the dilution of academic standards. This study uses data from five branch campuses to 
examine the link between adaptation and financial and academic performance. The results indicate that 
adaption leads to increased financial performance but does not maintain academic standards. The study 
recommends strategies to maintain a balance between an ethnocentric approach, which calls for similar 
academic standards, and a geocentric approach, which requires adaptation. 
 
Keywords: Higher education, internationalization, product adaptation, branch campuses, academic standards 
 
JEL codes: D11, D21, D40, D83, F23, I23, M31 
 

 

1.  INTRODUCTION 

Universities are looking to internationalize to target worldwide segments with their program offerings (Bhayani, 
2015; Nelson Oly Ndubisi, Naidoo, & Wu, 2014). In order to maintain academic standards, higher education 
(HE) as a product, needs to be standardized in offshore markets, where regulation is limited (Lieven & Martin, 
2006). On the other hand, Kerr (1990) argues that due to divergence in educational systems across the world, 
universities are expected to adapt their products in accordance with the host countries. The adaptation debate 
overlooked the fact that universities cannot be compared to commercial firms. This is because, a commercial 
firm’s focal point is the consumer and it is run by senior management, whose objectives are to generate an 
economic surplus (Sugden, 2004) and to function like multinational corporations (Marginson, 2013). 
Furthermore, commercial offshore locations, in order to achieve economic efficiency and augment revenues, 
usually offer adapted and many times sub-standard products that satisfy the consumer (Bhayani, 2014; Nixon, 
Scullion, & Hearn, 2016). Existing research regarding adaptation has generated inconclusive results with regard 
to economic efficiency (Tan & Sousa, 2013).  

Moreover, research discussing product adaptation primarily deals with products marketed by multinational 
corporations. These studies might not be able to encapsulate intricacies associated with higher education 
services because it is not as simple as satisfying the consumer, the students, and generation of economic 
surplus (Naidoo, Sankar, & Ekant, 2011). Universities considering internationalization need to solve the product 
adaptation dilemma so they can predict the consequences of their strategy on financial and academic 
performance. Studies that have explored HE product adaptation (Hsuan-Fu & Chia-Chi, 2008), have overlooked 
the impact of product adaptation on financial performance. This study would breach this gap by providing 
exploratory research with regards to assessing the international marketing strategies of the universities. 

Another motivation for this study is to overcome the obsession of scholars to emphasize on proof-driven 
research that ignores the context of the study (Redding, 2005). Although there has been an increase in a number 
of studies that have stated that the context is not only complex and dynamic but also multi-dimensional 
(Michailova, 2011; Piekkari, Welch, & Paavilainen, 2008; Poulis, Poulis, & Plakoyiannaki, 2013; Sminia, 2015). 
Therefore, this study aims to breach this gap in the literature by studying international product strategies in a 
specific context and developing an understanding-driven model. HE in International Business (IB) literature is 
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an under-researched context. This study provides empirical data regarding the non-profit sector which assesses 
not only the financial performance of the university but also the academic quality. The well-functioning 
international HE market of Dubai (UAE) provides rich data that can contribute to the IB literature. This data can 
answer the call for investigating adaptation in a foreign context if it investigates a contextually-specific 
environment of HE (Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003).  

The paper includes literature regarding international product strategies in general and in HE-related contexts 
and the methodology used in this study. Discussion of the results and implications for practice are discussed 
towards the end of the paper. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

One of the dilemmas which international managers face is developing a global product or adapting an existing 
product to specific host markets (Powers & Loyka, 2010). IB literature has many papers arguing that 
standardization provides better performance. These studies argue that markets and consumer needs are 
becoming more similar (Kravets & Sandikci, 2014) due to the growth of ICT (Information and Communications 
Technology) and the emergence of global market segments (Tan & Sousa, 2013). Proponents of 
standardization have argued that this strategy allows for economies of scale and projects a coherent image of 
the firm (Kravets & Sandikci, 2014). On the other side of the spectrum, proponents of adaptation have argued 
that firms need to adapt to the isomorphic pressure emanating from host countries due to variation in consumer 
taste and preference, regulation, and culture (Magnusson, Westjohn, Semenov, Randrianasolo, & Zdravkovic, 
2013; Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003). The stress faced by universities in international markets is not just cost 
economization but long-term profitability which can be achieved via differentiation.  

While industrial products prefer to standardize (R. P. Lee, 2010), there are conflicting preferences when it comes 
to consumer products (C. Lee & Griffith, 2004). Regardless, unique products that serve special needs are 
adapted, (Helm & Gritsch, 2014) and this might be the case with HE services. Process, which is an integral part 
of the product, is generally standardized in firms that select the hierarchical mode of market entry, (Kraus, 
Ambos, Eggers, & Cesinger, 2015) but the people aspect is mostly adapted (Tan & Sousa, 2013). 

The strategies used to adapt products have also produced conflicting results in the literature (Tan & Sousa, 
2013). In a study on factors leading to adaptation, Vrontis, Thrassou, and Lamprianou (2009) found that 
significant factors leading to adaptation include market development, different physical conditions, and political 
and legal framework. They also suggest that there are peripheral factors that lead to adaptation such as 
differences in culture, economic conditions, consumer perceptions, competition, and marketing infrastructure.  

The strategy of a firm has an impact on its performance. Large firms with substantial market penetration and 
higher levels of coordination from headquarters adopt standardization to achieve a higher level of performance 
(Schilke, Reimann, & Thomas, 2009). In a study focusing on how the firms adapt to the local market conditions 
when their performance deteriorates, Lages, Mata, and Griffith (2013) found that competition is the key factor 
that moderates the performance of the standardized product offering. Another study found that the firms that 
adapt their products to local market conditions display higher performance (Brouthers, O’Donnell, & Keig, 2013). 

The Higher Education Context 

Transformation of HE into a transnational business model has led to an expansion in the form of branch 
campuses that adopt the franchise model or hierarchy (Wilkins & Huisman, 2012). Foreign student recruitment 
and branch campuses provide revenues to universities (Bolsmann & Miller, 2008). Branch campuses have the 
option of either to standardize their product offerings or adapt them to the local market based on the framework 
provided by Ghoshal (1987).  

A branch campus needs to maintain external legitimacy by localizing the offering based on the isomorphic 
pressure created by universities and colleges in the host country (Kostova & Roth, 2002). Branch campuses 
must also maintain internal legitimacy by complying with policies and practices prescribed by the home campus. 
and become idiosyncratic to their host country universities. These dual institutional pressures become more 
evident when organizations, like universities, deliver positional goods that portray a public image and carry 
reputation and prestige (Jonathan, 1990), resulting in universities scrambling for reputation (Van Vught, 2008). 
Transnational universities not only rely on the reputation of their home country campus but also on their country 
of origin. This leads students to assume that the program offered at the branch campus is identical to the home 
campus in terms of quality.  However, it is not always possible to offer an identical learning experience at home 
and branch campus due to cultural differences (Tikly, 2004).  

When offering courses, the curriculum tends to be standardized due to isomorphic pressure, quality control and 
positional status, but centralizing the decision at the home campus can infringe on academic freedom (Mayson 
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& Schapper, 2012) and can be interpreted as cultural imperialism and ethnocentric approach (Green, Kinser, & 
Eckel, 2008). Another component of the transnational offering is staffing; branch campuses need to adapt due 
to the high cost of secondment (Shams & Huisman, 2016).  Further, they argue that the academic staff play an 
important role in creating a similar learning experience with regards to teaching and research. Creating 
academic infrastructure without home campus faculty members in a difficult recruitment environment poses a 
challenge to standardization (Chapman, Austin, Farah, Wilson, & Ridge, 2014).  

Although the academic community prefers standardization to maintain academic integrity and avoid 
commercialization (Naidoo et al., 2011), however staffing issues and focusing on cutting costs impedes the 
creation of academic infrastructure (Marginson, 2013). Adaptation is a predominant amongst UK universities, 
as found in the study by Healey (2018), due to isomorphic pressure from the host country.  

 In a more recent study undertaken by OBHE, Garrett (2018) notes that universities focus on quality over profit 
but the main goal is financial sustainability. Dubai, as the host country, brings along an isomorphic pressure on 
universities to be financially viable. This is because many unviable universities were forced to shut down or wind 
down their operations in Dubai (OBHE/C-BERT, 2016). Consequently, universities are often forced to adapt 
their offerings to ensure commercial viability by focusing on student numbers and operating surplus (Fielden, 
2017).  

Even though transnational HE is increasing, there is barely any research that has investigated how universities 
can find a balance between standardization and adaptation and understand their strategy’s impact on academic 
and financial performance. (For a literature review see (Kosmützky & Putty, 2015). Thus, the transnational HE 
context would be a significant addition to the growing IB and HE literature. 

3. METHODS  

IB research has traditionally considered context as impeding variables that need to be controlled (Harvey & 
Myers, 1995) and therefore, most of the studies have been decontextualized. However, contextual factors 
related to organization, environment, and field of study do play a role in understanding a phenomenon 
(Buchanan & Bryman, 2007). Therefore, dynamic factors such as culture and events can be considered using 
case study research (Ragin, 1992), where an interpretive approach would explain a particular phenomenon 
(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2011; Bamberger & Pratt, 2010). Therefore, this study is a context-embedded re-
conceptualization of the adaptation debate as existing conflicting results have created a gap (Dow & 
Karunaratna, 2006) which calls for studying the phenomenon in a specific HE domain. Moreover, a few studies 
examining international strategies of universities have erred in the development of hypothesis or design of 
structured questionnaires used by those who have a positivist approach. Therefore, the qualitative approach 
works better in cases where the objective is to construct a theory (Gotsi, Lopez, & Andriopoulos, 2011). This 
study uses a case study approach which, as per Poulis et al. (2013), can provide reliable results if purposeful 
sampling is implemented and that the sampling is complemented by secondary data.   

Therefore, instead of using a literal replication approach, where the cases predicting the same results are 
adopted (Yin, 2003), a purposeful sampling (Silverman, 2006) approach leads to studying a variety of branch 
campuses from different countries which offer credit-bearing degree programs (undergraduate and 
postgraduate). Another criterion for selecting the case studies was the performance which was derived from 
secondary research. Three out of the five branch campuses were considered to be successful (more than 500 
students in their undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs), while the other two had less than 200 
students (the exact number of students or even approximate figures kept confidential, in order to maintain 
anonymity). Code U1, U2, and U3 denote financially successful universities while code U4 and U5 denote the 
not-so-successful ones. Samples include only those branch campuses that were established prior to 2010. The 
study used semi-structured interviews with key decision-makers both at home and branch campus level.  

One of the reasons for selecting UAE for this study was the presence of the highest number of branch campuses 
(40 in total) (OBHE/C-BERT, 2016) from different countries that are traditional exporters of teaching-based HE.  
Interviews provided rich data that provided each participant’s interpretation of the environment and 
consequently enhanced the understanding of the subject. Interview guide including a set of questions (see 
appendix) was prepared from the literature review and analysis thereafter followed the themes that emerged 
from the literature review (Krippendorff, 2012). A total of 21 interviews spanning an average of 52 minutes in 
length included director of administration, director of academic affairs, marketing managers, and faculty from 
the case study branch campuses. Corporate elites were the data collection method (Conti & O’Neil, 2007). 
Website search and press releases and information on the public domain were used before and after the 
interviews to compare the responses and triangulate the information (Denzin, 2012). After the interviews, the 
transcripts were provided to the participants for feedback and further comments, if any.  
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Content analysis using NVivo was used to analyze interview data by classifying the data based on their themes 
(Krippendorff, 2012). The themes and patterns from the interviews were compared to the existing theories to 
synthesize the data (Garner & Scott, 2013), which helped clarify the relationships between constructs (Spiggle, 
1994). This ensured that the findings could be considered credible, reliable, and trustworthy (Hesse-Biber & 
Leavy, 2006). The financial performance measure was qualitative, as reported by the participants because it 
was not possible to get financial data from the branch campuses. Also, the names of the institutions were kept 
anonymous and all information that might lead to indicate any specific university has been omitted to avoid the 
universities from being identified in the small market of Dubai. 

4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS  

The findings have been organized along with the five themes that emerged from the interview data. A summary 
is presented in Table 1.  

a) Product and Brand Name (Courses and Programs) 

Courses and programs offered at branch campuses are substantially less than what is offered at the home 
campus. This is because the product mix is determined by the needs of the target market and the potential for 
financial surplus. One of the universities explained their product offerings thus:  

“There was an email from the vice president, responsible for international affairs to all the deans indicating 
opening up of the branch campus in Dubai. Seven deans attended the meeting and five agreed to offer their 
programs in Dubai. There was no market research to determine the student’s preference or market demand. 
The result was very evident. Out of the five programs, only two are able to attract students. Others are just a 
burden” (Administrator, U4) 

Resistance from the academic community to offer the program at branch campuses was the predominant 
reason for limited program offerings at U4 and U5 and this impacted their financial performance as well. Another 
reason for limited product offering was the lack of staffing to deliver the programs as explained by one of the 
faculty members: 

“Faculty didn’t have enough staff to deliver and monitor the programs in Dubai. It’s not the issue of market 
potential but the scarcity of faculty resources and capabilities to deliver programs, so far away from the home 
campus” (Academic, U4). 

On the other hand, two universities continuously conducted market research and offered programs that were in 
demand and potential to attract student numbers and even developing new programs to serve the market 
demand while discontinuing programs that had a negative surplus. As higher education is a specialized product 
serving unique consumer needs, the adaptation of the product mix to the student’s need is in line with the 
findings of Helm and Gritsch (2014).  

Another issue with regards to the product mix (very specific details of the product mix are not elaborated as it 
would result in loss of anonymity) is the adaptation of the program itself (ex. courses like Business Law need 
adaptation). But, four out of five universities did not adopt either due to the cost of adaptation or to maintain 
equivalency to the home country: 

“The courses are kept at the same level as (home country) due to the equivalency requirements of the 
accrediting agencies. Further, we are offering a (home country) degree and therefore needs to offer exactly the 
same course that is offered on the home campus” (Faculty head, U1) 

Another interviewee explained thus: 

“The course is slightly adapted to incorporate country and regional contents. We use textbooks adapted to 
Middle Eastern edition whenever it’s appropriate to do so. Our faculty members write the case studies which 
pertain to regional companies”. (Faculty head, U3) 

Interviewees at U3 explained that their university has contended with mild adaptation of the overall program, 
courses, and course contents. However, in some cases, a mandatory for example, a new course titled Islamic 
Culture is offered as part of the locally accredited undergraduate program. In four case study institutions, 
adaptation is driven mostly by the legal requirements and not based on consumer preferences or market 
demand (employers) which is consistent with the literature (Theodosiou & Leonidou, 2003). One of the 
respondents from U3 explained that accreditation requirements in UAE call for local adaptation but the branch 
campuses replicate the courses from home campus making cosmetic changes to the reading lists.  

New programs specifically developed for the Dubai campus, based on the market demand, were found only in 
one university (U1). However, one of the interviewees expressed concern that the program numbers are still 
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less and it would take substantial effort to match the quality with other programs delivered at the campus as 
organizational learning associated with the program are absent.  

The brand name of the universities is slightly adapted by putting the word ‘Dubai’ after the name of the university 
or putting the words ‘in Dubai’ or ‘of Dubai’. One of the sample institutions kept the name as it is in the home 
country without adding the word Dubai.  The logo was kept the same as the home country in U3 and U5 but 
mildly adapted to include the word Dubai in U1, U2, and U4. Brand name standardization is a dominant pattern 
observed in the literature (Vrontis et al., 2009) and is followed in HE for leverage purposes.  

b) Curriculum and Assessments 

In all five case study institutions, the curriculum was set at the home campus. However, one of the case study 
institutions, had to adapt the curriculum due to local accreditation requirements while providing limited freedom 
to academics to localize the courses. U4 and U5, on the other end of the spectrum, maintained standardized 
course outlines. Remaining two universities adapted superficially. In U1, U2, and U3, teaching materials were 
selected by local faculty with approval from the home campus.  In all cases, the curriculum taught at the branch 
campuses passed through the QA process in the home country. In one of the cases, at both home and host 
country level.  

With regards to assessments, U2, U4, and U5 run the exams at the same time, as the home country campus, 
due to the similar exams. QA procedure, in all case study institutions, included sending a sample of the papers 
back to the home country. In the case of U1 and U2, auditors flew in before the results are declared to audit the 
marking and ensuring the course delivery meets the quality criterion. But the respondents expressed concern 
that overall quality standards are lower than the home campus.    

c) People (faculty and administrative staff) 

With regard to academic staff, all universities have adopted and hired locally. Even the human resources policies 
are adapted locally to conform to the legal and business requirements of the region. The recruitment policies 
with regards to academic staff have been explained thus: 

“At home campus research effectiveness is the main criteria for selection but here it’s difficult to get research-
active faculty members locally. Here teaching is the main focus because we don’t get research dollars” 
(Academic, U4) 

However, another head of the faculty had a different point of view: 

“We hire research-active staff internationally. Our policy is clear: teaching is informed by research” (Academic, 
U2) 

Respondents pointed out that teaching is the main activity and their reporting line is both in Dubai and at the 
home campus where they have a mentor from the faculty who approves and does QA as also identified in a 
study of (Shams & Huisman, 2016). While local campuses had the autonomy to recruit staff; they were assigned 
to a mentor at the home campus. All universities preferred recruiting staff locally due to the high cost of the 
home campus staff and reluctance on part of the faculty to relocate.  U5, in meeting student’s preferences, had 
a majority of faculty from home campus. However, these high costs led to the dismal financial performance of 
the campus.  

Another adaptation is the administrative staff which is recruited locally as well. But the significant aspect is the 
top management i.e. the head of the campus. U1, U4, and U5 have the campus directors seconded from the 
home campus. One of the respondents clarified: 

“The head of the campus is now deputed from (home country) but this was not the case when the campus 
started. Founding Head of the campus was professor …, who was recruited internationally. He was very 
effective and credited with the success of the campus. In initial years, the campus was struggling but the team 
understood local differences and changed quickly” (Academic, U1) 

Adaptation is a key was underlined by a faculty member of U4 campus which had Head of the Campus (declined 
the invitation to interview) deputed from the home campus: 

“Campus is struggling due to the Director who is an excellent academic but with no sense on how to conduct 
the business. … Focuses on research rather than getting students. Students are not coming in and there is no 
plan in place how to tackle the situation” (Academic, U4) 

The respondents from both U4 and U5 blamed the lack of business sense of the people at the helm for not 
understanding the business culture and adapting accordingly. Analysis of the respondents indicates that 
campuses that had seconded faculty from home campus to head the campus were not financially successful, 
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as they had no experience of running campus like a business. Rather, adopting an ethnocentric approach by 
replicating the home campus-style of governance led to poor management of the campus. This is because the 
home country environment is usually characterized by lesser competition. A financially viable campus requires 
government support or marketing orientation. In the absence of government support in Dubai, campuses need 
to have a marketing orientation in their management.   

d) Processes 

Processes at the universities are broadly divided into academic and administrative. U1, U4, and U5 have 
adopted a standardized approach to academic processes to ensure quality. One of the respondents from U5, 
where a local partner plays an important role, commented: 

“We have full control over the academic processes. [Our] local partner takes care of marketing, finance, and 
facilities management. All policies are the same as that on the home campus” (Academic, U5) 

Respondents from U2 affirmed that the university has adopted the home country processes to match the local 
accreditation needs. On the other hand, U3 develops policies after consulting local partners, but the home 
campus approves most of the academic decisions and policies.  

Except for U4 and U5, all the case study institutions have adapted their administrative processes to local legal 
requirements and business culture.  One of the respondents said: 

“We had to devise plan wherein the student can pay the fees in installments, give sibling discount and provide 
transportation service. This was quite a new experience for us.” (Administrator, U1) 

One of the administrators explained how the attendance system which was non-existent on the home campus 
was installed for all administrative staff. Apart from this, human resources policies were generally adapted to 
match the legal requirements. 

e) Performance 

Performance is the last theme in the discussion between performance and adaptation. Here the researcher has 
provided a score to state the level of adaptation (See Table 1). Based on this, the product of U2 is mostly 
adapted closely followed by U1 and U3. But, U4 and U5 have the least adapted product.  

In the case of U4, the standardized approach emanates from the hierarchical entry mode adopted by the 
university. There is no local partner and most of the decisions are made at the home campus. University is a 
public institution in the home country with a sizable number of students but lacks marketing orientation due to 
the ethnocentric approach. Lack of marketing orientation resulted in very few student numbers resulting in 
financial failure. One of the respondents summarised the situation: 

“You cannot control university from …… [home country] and expect results. The staff here have a typical 9 to 5 
approach and lacks drive. The courses are not relevant for the employment market of Dubai and the campus 
looks like a crammed office space” (Academic, U4).  

However, its academic performance in terms of drop-out ratio and pass rates were much better than U1, U2, 
and U3. 

In the case of U5, the performance could have been better with a local partner managing the marketing, finance, 
and facilities as per respondents. However, its product mix, location, high-cost structure, and consequently 
higher prices resulted in very few student numbers. University was slow to react to the dynamic market of Dubai 
as characterized by an academic: 

“…. the market is highly competitive. Mostly all universities offered discounts and fee rebates in the form of 
scholarships. It took them about a year to get approval to offer scholarships. But it was too late” (Academic, U5) 

In the case of U5 also, the academic performance was much better due to standardized products, people and 
processes. Standardization was helpful in generating superior academic performance but it came at the cost of 
financial performance.  

U3 had an excellent financial performance but a below-average academic performance. The product was 
adapted to the market of Dubai and local staff has substantial leverage in making decisions in both academic 
and administrative domains. However, academic performance is below average as explained by a respondent: 

“Admissions requirements are too low and practically everyone with the ability to pay gets admitted. University’s 
admission and assessment standards are substandard, and it reflects very badly on us” (Academic, U3). 

U1 and U2 have adapted their product and are financially successful but academic performance is average as 
indicated by academics.  While U1 has complete academic control at home campus, U2 has partial control at 
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home campus. Both have a strong marketing orientation and adapts their product to remain competitive in line 
with the results of Brouthers et al. (2013). The governance structure is local but there is an oversight from the 
home campus. One of the respondents explained: 

Table 1. Summary of Marketing Strategies of the Case Study Universities 

Marketing 
Strategy Element U1 U2 U3 U4 U5 

No of students More than 500 More than 500 More than 500 Less than 200 Less than 200 

Adaptation Score 4 5 4 2 1 

Program offered 

Adapted based 
on market 
research 

Adapted 
based on 
market 
research 

Adapted based 
on the Local 
Partner's 
assessment 

Adapted based on 
Availability of 
Resources 

Based on Local 
Partner's 
assessment 

Entry 
Requirements Adapted Adapted Adapted   Standard Standard 

Course /Course 
Content Standard 

Adapted to 
match local 
accreditation 

Mildly Adapted 
in form of 
Textbooks Standard Standard 

New program 
only for branch 
campus No 

Developed 
New Program No No No 

Program Delivery 

On-Site delivery 
supported by 
asynchronous 
e-learning 

On-Site 
delivery 
supported by 
asynchronous 
e-learning 

On-Site delivery 
supported by 
asynchronous 
e-learning 

Combination of on-
site and eLearning 
(both synchronous 
and asynchronous) 

On site and fly in 
faculty for some 
programs 

Academic Staff 
Recruited 
locally 

Recruited 
locally 

Recruited 
locally 

20% from home 
campus and 80% 
local recruitment 

80% from home 
campus and 20% 
local recruitment 

Administrative 
Staff 

Recruited 
locally 

Recruited 
locally 

Recruited 
locally Recruited locally Recruited locally 

Top Management 
Deputed from 
Home Campus 

Recruited 
locally 

Recruited 
locally with input 
from local 
partner 

Deputed from 
Home Campus 

Deputed from 
Home Campus 

Process 
Academic Standardised 

Home process 
adapted to 
match local 
needs 

Locally 
developed and 
approved by 
Home Campus Standardized Standardized 

Process 
Administrative 

Adapted to local 
environment 

Developed 
locally 

Locally 
developed and 
approved by 
Home Campus Standardized Standardized 

Academic 
Performance 

Academic 
standards lower 
than home 
campus 

Performance 
is at lower 
than home 
campus 

Academic 
standards lower 
than home 
campus 

Higher academic 
standards 

Higher academic 
standards 

Financial 
Performance Very Successful Successful Very Successful Negative Cash flow Negative cash flow 

Source: Own elaboration. 

 “University is aggressive in its marketing efforts with a lot of emphasis on sales. I wish university can start 
focusing on graduating quality students who have employability skills” (Academic, U1) 

Overall, it’s observed that there is some impact of adaptation on the level of performance, especially when there 
is competition. These results were in line with the findings of Lages et al. (2013). The next section will dwell on 
discussions of the research findings. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of the study was to explore how universities adapt to off-shore branch campuses. Even though 
universities are rapidly internationalizing (OBHE/C-BERT, 2016), the study of their international strategies is an 
under-researched topic. In a meta-analysis, Tan and Sousa (2013) found that the impact of adaptation of 
product and performance was an under-researched topic even in IB literature.  

Adaptation covered in this study encompassed course content, course mix, admission requirements, faculty, 
and delivery processes. The main drivers of adaptation identified in this study pertain to legal requirements 
(accreditation), market demand and culture. From the above data, it seems that adaptation is crucial in order 
to enhance financial performance. But it is not necessary to the extent that academic performance is sacrificed 
to adapt to the needs of student-consumer. Practically all three financially successful universities have diluted 
admission or assessment requirements which have added to the concerns of academic fraternity. Academics 
have resisted adaptation which leads to lower academic standards and termed it as managerialism (Deem, 
2001).      

The negative financial results for U4 and U5 can be attributed to lower student numbers. The enrollment was 
low because the universities sought to maintain admission and assessment standards of their home countries. 
The national economy of UAE could be better strengthened by creating an academically-strong HE sector. Low 
student numbers at many universities could also be the result of students choosing to study abroad (Bhayani, 
2014). To maintain financial viability, universities focus on the needs and preferences of consumers (students) 
and market demand rather than maintaining academic standards of the home campus (Naidoo et al., 2011). 
Other factors that might impact performance include leadership style, marketing capabilities, and role of local 
knowledge (Tan & Sousa, 2013). But, maintaining home campus admission standards resulted in financial 
distress of U4 and U5. Another takeaway point of this study is the need for adapted leadership that has business 
management skills rather than academic accomplishments. One of the reasons identified by respondents from 
U4 was that the leadership was devoid of business acumen. Local recruitment of key staff who possessed local 
business insight contributed to the success of U1, U2, and U3.  

Though adaptation is a common-sense approach in IB, this study demonstrated that higher education context 
is different. This is because universities not only care about financial success but also academic standards. 
There are several factors such as judgement of the campus head with regards to environment, fit between 
environment and strategy and the way the strategy is executed that leads to better performance which is also 
indicated in the study by Subramaniam and Hewett (2004) and Yaprak, Xu, and Cavusgil (2011) but 
governmental support and incentives would play a key role in order to ensure that academic standards are not 
diluted. Dubai's academic free zones could improve the narrow focus of seeing universities as a revenue source 
and provide funding for key infrastructure. These results again highlight the importance of context-sensitive 
studies.  

Limitations and Future Research 

One of the limitations of this study is the qualitative nature of the study where the emphasis is not on the 
generalizability of the results. Therefore, findings here need to be compared with similar style studies in other 
hubs of branch campuses like Qatar, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia. The results obtained can then be 
compared with this study to understand the contextual factors more clearly. Another issue with the study was 
trying to link adaptation to performance. Results here are indicative and did not suggest a definitive causal 
relationship between adaptation and performance. Future quantitative studies within HE context can try to 
establish the link between the variables. The study did not consider factors such as and physical distance nor 
did these factors emerge from the data. However, they are still important factors as identified in existing IB 
literature.  

Another limitation of the single-country study is the external validity of the study. But as Leonidou, Katsikeas, 
and Samiee (2002) demonstrated in their meta-analytical review that single-country studies have external 
validity when cross-country comparisons were undertaken in meta-analytical studies and therefore it is not a 
significant issue. Considering the qualitative measure of performance might be regarded as a limitation as it 
does not give hard figures of sales, profitability, drop out ratio, pass rates, etc. However, there are studies that 
have taken the managerial judgement of export performance as an indication of performance (Diamantopoulos 
& Kakkos, 2007; Madsen, 1998). In a study on Brazilian firms, Carneiro, Farias, da Rocha, and Ferreira da 
Silva (2016) defined how managers’ assessment of export performance is a valid measure in absence of 
confidential financial data. Future research can investigate conceptualizing academic performance in a holistic 
manner which would include several measures of quality.  Another area of future studies would be looking at 
the same university’s branch campuses in different countries to understand adaptation in cultural and host 
country context.   
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One of the major contributions of this study is that it will provide insight into the decision with regards to 
strategies in the HE sector. The study being cross-sectional has investigated strategies at one time. A 
longitudinal study would provide insights into how the strategies evolve in a dynamic environment. 
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APPENDIX 1.  

Semi-structured interview questions 

1. To start with, can you please provide a description of the university’s marketing strategies in Dubai?  

2. What is the product mix (course and programs) and how the university decided what courses to offer at the 
Dubai campus? Market Research, consumer preference? 

3. Does University adapts its program by incorporating course contests that take into account local and regional 
aspects? For example, courses like business law which might not be relevant to Dubai? Or any new courses 
for Dubai campus within the original program? 

4. Did the university offer any new program specifically for the branch campus? 

5. Why or why not the brand name got adapted? 

6. On what basis the university decided about the fees? 

7. What was the strategy with regard to pricing (fees)? 

8. How the marketing and advertising strategy decision being made at the university? 

9. Is the advertising made keeping in mind the local needs or made at home campus? Explain 

10. How the university handles promotions and discounts? 

11. How the university delivers programs? Does it make use of eLearning? 

12. Are the academic, administrative and top management staff seconded from the home campus or recruited 
locally? What is the human resource strategy at the campus? 

13. Does university adopt the academic and administrative processes from home campuses or devise them 
locally? 

14. Servicescape (layout, color, interior design, building design) match the design at home campus? 

15. How would you rate the academic and financial performance of the university? 


