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Introduction: Understanding the motivations and challenges experienced by academic expatriates on international branch campuses is critical for enhancing their support and management. By analyzing the motivations and challenges, the study aims to provide more understanding on management strategies of branch campuses to support expatriates in their career development and improve institutional practices.

Methods: A systematic literature review was conducted, analyzing 16 studies published from 2014 onwards, using PRISMA guidelines to categorize expatriate motivations and challenges.

Results: Motivations were classified into five types: explorer, refugee, mercenary, architect, and family-oriented. Key challenges identified were rooted in balancing global integration with local responsiveness, concerning professional work, campus interactions, and career development.

Discussion: The findings highlight the need for targeted management strategies to improve the recruitment, integration, and retention of academic expatriates. The study also underscores the importance of longitudinal research to understand the long-term impacts of expatriation on individuals and institutions, contributing to the broader discourse on transnational higher education.
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1 Introduction

In the past two decades, there has been a rapid growth in international branch campuses worldwide (Paniagua et al., 2022; Wilkins, 2020). Due to the potential lack of qualified recruits in branch locations, the unique pattern of higher education integration typically involves the international movement of academics from the home campus to other parts of the world (Hickey and Davies, 2022; Healey, 2015). These academics are defined as academic expatriates, referring to individuals in the higher education sector who relocate from their home country to a different nation to undertake long-term, time-bound, and legal employment in teaching or research roles (Trembath, 2016; Przytula, 2023). The international move brings significant challenges both to expatriates themselves and to successful institution management (Neri and Wilkins, 2018). The expatriates may need more institutional support both in work and life to increase their job security during the integration process (Van Niekerk and Mhlanga, 2024).

Attracting and retaining high-quality academic staff is crucial for the successful management of international branch campuses, since high-quality lecture materials cannot be automatically transferred to students (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021). However, staffing issues in international branch campuses present a strategic paradox, requiring the balance of both “global integration” and “local responsiveness” (Shams and Huisman, 2011, p.115; Hickey and Davies, 2022) or the balance between allegiance to the host context and loyalty to the home institution (Dobos, 2011; Al-Tamimi and Abdullateef, 2023). Facing the complex demands to satisfy home and host stakeholders, branch campus management is not yet developed enough to respond to changing circumstances. Current campus management often struggles to meet diverse stakeholder requirements, balance academic integration with local needs, retain talent, and secure sustainable financial support (Hickey and Davies, 2022). Wood and Salt (2017) noted that this expanding higher education integration, akin to multinational enterprises, often lacks a robust leadership infrastructure to respond to contingencies and provide clear human resource support for staff. This exacerbates work conflicts and uncertainties for academic expatriates, thus leading to ambiguous prospects for their career development.

The operation of international branch campuses is a risky decision to both host and home contexts due to significant investments in labor and coordination efforts (Hickey and Davies, 2022). However, relatively few studies have investigated the motivations and challenges facing academic expatriates in the context of international branch campuses, despite these being notable areas worthy of exploration. The existing studies normally focus on a single region or a single institution (Harry et al., 2019; Cai and Hall, 2015; Tahir, 2023; Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022). The challenges and motivations can differ greatly due to different contexts according to academic, institutional and economic differences (Jepsen et al., 2014; Przytula, 2023). In light of these concerns, this study aims to gather as many studies conducted in as many regions as possible to answer these questions from a broad and critical perspective. This study is guided by the following two research questions:

i. What are the motivations for academic expatriates choosing to develop their careers at international branch campuses?

ii. What challenges do expatriates face when working in international branch schools?

By answering the two questions, the study hopes to contribute knowledge to expatriate management in transnational higher education. It emphasizes the need for comprehensive support and tailored strategies to enhance recruitment, integration, and retention. The study also underscores the importance of future longitudinal research to understand the long-term impacts of expatriation on academic careers and institutional development.

The remainder of this study is divided into two sections. The first section references Richardson and McKenna’s (2002) well-established findings on the four main types of academic expatriates, which are widely accepted for analyzing expatriate motivations (Selmer and Lauring, 2012; Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Despotovic et al., 2022; Al-Tamimi and Abdullateef, 2023). Building on these findings, the study conducts a systematic review of motivations and introduces an additional “family type” to expand upon the existing findings. The second section summarizes the challenges faced by academic expatriates, primarily resulting from the conflicted context of international branch campuses. These findings will hopefully encourage more interest and discussion among researchers on the work experiences of academic expatriates and institutional support required by this group.



2 Method


2.1 Search strategy

The process of article selection followed the Preferred Reporting of Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Statement (Page et al., 2021). The final results can be seen in Figure 1. An initial search on the motivations and challenges faced by academic expatriates working in the context of international branch campuses returned limited results. Considering that the motivations and challenges can vary in different contexts (as stated in the previous section), the scope was extended to include transnational education to capture more findings from various contexts and generalize commonalities that may occur. To remain consistent with the study’s aim, three frequently cited references on the management complexity and organizational challenges in international branch campuses were also manually added to identify the primary causes at the organizational level.
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FIGURE 1
 PRISMA 2020 flow diagram for new systematic reviews which included searches of databases, registers and other sources.


Given these considerations, a broad search was conducted using Web of Science and Scopus data on April 30, 2024. The selection of the two databases is based on their authority and comprehensive coverage in academic research (Pranckutė, 2021). Both databases are widely recognized for indexing high-quality, peer-reviewed journals across various disciplines (Zhu and Liu, 2020). Boolean operators (“OR” and “AND”) were applied to refine the search. To ensure comprehensive coverage of various aspects of “academic expatriates,” “international branch campuses,” and related terms in “transnational education,” a series of reviews were consulted to identify keyword variants for capturing appropriate citations within the searches (Przytula, 2023; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022; Trembath, 2016). The search focused on full-time academic expatriates holding teaching or research positions at a cross-border level, with the intention to pursue a long-term career in higher education. The search keywords and the search results can be found in Supplementary materials 1, 2, respectively. The final search included 13 studies published from 2014 onwards and 3 studies identified from cited references (Cai and Hall, 2015; Wilkins, 2020). Due to the limited research on academic expatriates in international branch campuses, a reference of 10 years was chosen to ensure a comprehensive review of relevant studies. All search results remain valuable due to their relevance in this field, providing theoretical or practical information for the research on this topic. This broader range aimed to capture key developments and fill gaps in this area.



2.2 Inclusion criteria

Studies were excluded if their participants were not academic expatriates (e.g., domestic faculty or students) or were short-term expatriates. Additionally, studies were excluded if their topics were too specific and not related to motivations or challenges, or if they did not belong to the transnational higher education context. Articles that were thesis, book chapters, preprints, editorials, and opinion pieces were also excluded from the search. Full-text versions of all selected articles were obtained, reviewed, and confirmed as appropriate.

Considering the limitations on contextual research, as mentioned in the previous section, this study also includes research on staff management issues in the context of international branch campuses as well as systematic reviews on the work lives of academic expatriates in transnational higher education contexts (Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019; Shams and Huisman, 2011; Wood and Salt, 2017). Recent research has also built its analysis on findings of previous work (Duffy, 2024; Dai et al., 2023; Zhan and Marginson, 2023). Therefore, the former criterion enables this study to examine the challenges and motivations from an organizational management perspective, while the latter criterion includes general issues faced by this group.




3 Results: what are the motivations for academic expatriates choosing to develop their careers at international branch campuses?

Many additional factors beyond career choice can motivate academic expatriates to work abroad, such as wage advantage, family happiness, unfavorable environments in the home country, or personal interests and pursuits. Current research tends to follow the assertion of four main types of expatriates, proposed by Richardson and McKenna (2002), when analyzing their motivations to work (Selmer and Lauring, 2010, 2012; Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Lauring et al., 2014; Przytula, 2023; Cai and Hall, 2015). These four types are explorers, who desire to see more of the world; refugees, who are driven by the need to escape unfavorable situations; mercenaries, who are motivated by financial gains; and architects, who seek to enhance their career progression.

Following the studies of previous literature, this section also uses the four types to categorize the motivations of academic expatriates and additionally add the family type for further explanation.


3.1 Explorer type

Explorer-type expatriates are primarily motivated by personal desires to travel (Richardson and McKenna, 2002). These individuals often possess adventurous spirits, are attracted to different cultures, and are willing to travel for work. Previous literature has examined the geographical and demographic characteristics of this type. Geographically, there is a trend of movement from Western countries to Asian countries, as Asia is seen as mysterious and attractive and worthy of exploration (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Cai and Hall, 2015). Demographically, the explorer type is generally younger and unmarried (Lauring et al., 2014).

As the explorer spirts can drive expatriates to explore unfamiliar places, the spirits are assumed to empower them in working (Wilkins and Neri, 2018). However, Richardson and McKenna’s (2002) study on explorer types focuses more on the exploration of new places. This may overlook the contributions to work that arise from adventurous spirits. Specifically, the novelty of a new context often comes with a sense of academic freedom, allowing expatriates to demonstrate their capabilities (Tahir, 2023). For example, the novel context can inspire some expatriates to develop new ideas or pursue their ambitions to excel in a new campus and gain global experiences in different settings (Cai and Hall, 2015). As this type’s contributions to work overlap with those of the architect type discussed in the following section, it is undeniable that the architect spirit partly stems from exploratory spirits.



3.2 Refugee type

Previous literature has studied refugee-type expatriates by examining push factors, which primarily focus on competitive career opportunities and poor market conditions (Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022; Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Tahir, 2023), as well as smaller amounts on uncomfortable living environments (Cai and Hall, 2015; Harry et al., 2019). A possible explanation for the competitive working environment is the competitive labor market in developed countries, meaning academics in these areas are more likely to miss out on research opportunities (Cai and Hall, 2015). As a result, some expatriates may choose to migrate to less competitive contexts to continue their research or seek desired positions and opportunities for promotion (Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021).

When the host context is closely aligned with the expatriates’ research field, it becomes an advantage that drives them to “escape from” their unfavorable contexts (Jepsen et al., 2014). Typical examples can be found in academic peripheries, which are regarded as a final option for research-orientated expatriates to develop their careers as researchers (Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022). Although the rewards and work conditions might be less satisfactory, the research opportunity and international experience are precious enough for migration.



3.3 Mercenary type

Most countries can offer extra remuneration packages or research allowances to academic expatriates, but the benefits vary significantly due to local government policies, tax regulations, and economic wealth (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Cai and Hall, 2015; Tahir, 2023; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022). For example, many institutions in the United Arab Emirates are able to offer competitive salaries and living allowances that are often superior to those at the home campus and provide advantageous benefits on tax (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Wilkins and Neri, 2018). In contrast, some academic expatriates in South Africa earn less than local staff despite being more qualified due to limitations from contracts (Harry et al., 2019).

It is worth mentioning that most host campuses are in developing countries (as illustrated in the previous section), which usually cannot offer the same benefit packages as Western campuses due to the lower cost of living and uncompetitive labor market (Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Lauring et al., 2014; Jepsen et al., 2014). Apart from few a wealthy regions such as the United Arab Emirates, most branch campus can only afford higher salaries compared to local universities in the host country. Therefore, finance is less likely to be a primary reason driving expatriates to move to lower-income regions than opportunity-seeking.



3.4 Architect type

Architect-type expatriates focus more on the contributions they could make at the institutional level or on the benefits gained by sharing their experiences. Therefore, this type is mostly comprised of older expatriates who are experienced in teaching or management and believe they play an important role in shaping a campus (Cai and Hall, 2015; Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Tahir, 2023).

The architect type shows different career objectives across age groups: younger expatriates are more focused on “promotion,” but older expatriates prioritize “contribution” to the university (Cai and Hall, 2015, p. 213). Younger academics tend to view working at a branch campus as a stepping stone for promotion or further career opportunities since more responsibilities can be offered at branch campuses.



3.5 Family type

In addition to the four types, family factor is another motivation that falls outside Richardson and McKenna’s (2002) scope but is worth mentioning. This type of expatriate seeks to migrate closer to family members who already reside in the host country or to seek better life opportunities for their children (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Jepsen et al., 2014; Schartner et al., 2022; Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021; Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022). In some fast-growing countries like China, expatriates see working there as a chance to enhance their children’s future opportunities (Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Cai and Hall, 2015). This type of expatriation is driven by personal demands and relationships, with little connection to the host context.




4 Results: what challenges do expatriates face when working in international branch schools?

Transferring jobs is a stressful event, especially in an international context where unfamiliar expectations are placed by a new institution and work environment. This study systematically reviews the challenges faced by academic expatriates in their work, which are rooted in the contextual dilemma between local adaptation and global integration.


4.1 Challenges from complex campus context and management

The review of the selected literature found that the challenges faced by expatriates are mostly rooted in the conflicting context and insufficient support offered by management, eventually leading to academic staff having to navigate contradictory requirements. In discussing the context of branch campuses, Shams and Huisman (2011, p.114) highlight “the dilemma of standardization versus local adaption” by adopting the “global integration” and “local responsiveness” dichotomy in business management literature. Specifically, this dilemma can be found in curriculum delivery, staffing management, and quality assurance. For example. with resource adaption, one side attempts to maintain the same standards and reputation as that of the home campus, while another stresses conformity with local regulations and demands.

Apart from the context dilemma between local adaptation and global integration, branch campus management also need to balance different motivations from the home and host sides. For the home campus, the main motivation is to expand revenue streams and global presence, while for the host side, enhancing local educational capacity to foster social-economic development is the primary needs (Hickey and Davies, 2022; Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019; Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Healey, 2015; Shams and Huisman, 2011; Wilkins and Annabi, 2021). Therefore, a leadership board with international vision and management experiences is necessary. Furthermore, the leadership board should include the voices of both the home and host institution to coordinate benefits and regulations. Feng (2012) highlighted the importance of leadership boards with vision and management expertise through the successful governance models of Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University (XJTLU) and the University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC). It was found that balanced leadership and international management offer valuable insights into the effective governance of these institutions (Scott, 2021; Zhan and Marginson, 2023). While UNNC’s board has equal representation from China and the UK, ensuring balanced decision-making, XJTLU’s board also enables strategic alignment with a Chinese majority and Liverpool’s input. Both campuses have a balanced board structure, which allows them to maintain political and economic support from partners on both sides, while also facilitating smooth operations and ensuring compliance with local regulations (Hickey and Davies, 2022).

While some institutions are able to provide institutional support and present a clear mission, for small-scale and newer institutions, resources and experience are more limited. Wood and Salt (2017) analyzed the management challenges of UK branch campuses compared with multinational enterprises, noting differences in infrastructure, career progression, and unsustainable staffing systems. International branch campuses often partner with local organizations to provide resources like facilities and staff (Wilkins, 2020). Many academic staff are employed by the local partner, not the foreign university, with contracts that differ significantly from those at the home campus (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021). Compared with multinational enterprises, international branch campuses often lack competent human resource departments to secure the career and research benefits of expatriates. This should be planned and organized beforehand to ensure quality and good coordination among parties as the institution expands.



4.2 Challenges from teaching

As key recourses for transferring advanced skills from the home campus, academic expatriates are expected to deliver the same high-quality content. Lamers-Reeuwijk et al. (2019) highlighted that quality assurance extends beyond lecture outcomes and includes requirements such as critical thinking and practical abilities. Although the curricula and teaching materials are provided by the home campus, almost all selected studies mentioned the challenges faced when adapting home campus materials to new contexts while still maintaining quality (Schartner et al., 2022; Wood and Salt, 2017; Harry et al., 2019; Jepsen et al., 2014; Cai and Hall, 2015; Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019; Wilkins and Neri, 2018).

Previous studies discuss teaching adaptions, such as matching students’ learning styles through extensive guidance and transforming teaching styles (Schartner et al., 2022; Cai and Hall, 2015), tailoring lecture content to local workplace demands and education system needs (Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019; Wood and Salt, 2017), and advocating home campus values and maintaining quality (Lamers-Reeuwijk et al., 2019). However, most expatriates view the branch campus as a micro-replication of the home campus that provides high quality Western-style education before starting expatriation (Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Wilkins and Annabi, 2021). After perceiving the inconsistence, they may struggle with cultural and structural differences inherent in the host institution. What’s even worse is effective induction processes are often lacking due to management issues as discussed previously. This balancing act can create stress and confusion among staff as they attempt to satisfy both sets of expectations without clear guidelines.

Apart from the burden of meeting expectations at both the host and home campuses, excessive workloads are another common issue at most branch campuses. Because many branch campuses are self-funding and rely heavily on tuition revenue, they may need to maintain quality teaching through smaller class sizes and extensive support to attract and retain students (Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Cai and Hall, 2015; Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019). The teaching loads also vary from different contexts and impacted by campus hierarchy and seniority (Jepsen et al., 2014). In some teaching-intensive countries with strong heirarchies, China, for example, lower position staff may face more pressure in work and have to teach the same or more modules than they would at the home campus.



4.3 Challenges from research

Expatriates at branch campuses may lack research support including research network, home campus support and fair opportunities in host campus (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Cai and Hall, 2015; Tahir, 2023). Unlike when at home institutions, academics at branch campuses may have limited abilities to attract funds or research opportunities due to their being treated as an outsider (Harry et al., 2019). However, in some research-intensive branch campuses, they expect expatriates to produce the same quality and quantity research as in home campus, but the workloads are not explicitly allocated in their contract (Cai and Hall, 2015; Schartner et al., 2022; Luczaj, 2020). Therefore, it is difficult for expatriates to focus on research with limited resources and time.

Academic freedom is a prominent issue in politically sensitive countries, where foreign expatriates are viewed as a threat to the local culture. Expatriates must avoid discussing inappropriate subjects and may feel as if they are being monitored in some politically sensitive countries, ex. China (Cai and Hall, 2015). Political issues may also limit career promotion due to strict restrictions on national identity and political membership, preventing expatriates from obtaining research funds or joining local research committees (Tahir, 2023; Harry et al., 2019). In Mexico, promotion is influenced by international relations with the home country (Luczaj and Holy-Luczaj, 2022). As most expatriates view research opportunities and career growth as vital reasons for expatriation, identity prejudice presents challenges to obtaining the same resources and qualifications as local colleagues.



4.4 Challenges from connection with home campus and local colleagues

Expatriates at branch campuses often have limited connections with their home campus. At the institutional level, home campuses do not view branch operations as integrated and typically have weak understandings of branch context issues (Cai and Hall, 2015; Wood and Salt, 2017). Consequently, they cannot respond appropriately and in a timely fashion to the needs of branch campuses. At the individual level, attitudes from home campus staff are often described as unsupportive and arrogant. Cross-campus collaborations are perceived as unfair since branch campuses usually have little say in lecture content (Cai and Hall, 2015; Lamers-Reeuwijk et al., 2019). For expatriates, they need to actively build connections with the home campus and remain visible if they expect to obtain more career opportunities.

On many campuses, academic staff are recruited internationally, while administration and support staff are locally recruited, sometimes leading to conflict due to differences in administrative structure. Organizational structures can be heavily influenced by cultures, with individualist or collectivist cultures having starkly different structures (Jepsen et al., 2014). The structure difference can influence work relationships with mangers and colleagues.

Academic expatriates face challenges in daily work and interactions in countries where English is not the primary language. Language barriers significantly hinder full participation in internal meetings or training sessions when sufficient translation is lacking, and communication with locally recruited administrative staff can also be a challenge (Kurek-Ochmańska and Luczaj, 2021; Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Schartner et al., 2022; Cai and Hall, 2015). These challenges negatively impact expatriates’ adaptation to the work environment, their ability to excel in their roles, and can lead to feelings of isolation.



4.5 Challenges from career development and promotion opportunities

Most studies reported that work visas add insecurity to expatriate careers, as countries typically allow only short-term work visas (usually 3 years), which must be renewed for individuals seeking longer careers at branch campuses (Wilkins and Annabi, 2021; Tahir, 2023; Wilkins and Neri, 2018; Schartner et al., 2022). Due to visa conditions, academic expatriates can only be offered short-term job contracts, which are shorter than those for local employees. This makes it difficult for expatriates to make continuous career progression within a short period.

Multinational corporations can provide career development support to expatriates whether they remain in the host country or return home (Wood and Salt, 2017). However, academic expatriates in branch campus should decide clearly on their career path beforehand due to the conflict in campus management (Shams and Huisman, 2011). Therefore, before expatriating, it is better for expatriates to be clear on their motivations and how they expect the expatriation to benefit their career. It is also important to remain visible to the home institution and obtain opportunities in future research and career development.




5 Conclusion

This literature review has examined the motivations and challenges faced by academic expatriates at international branch campuses, shedding light on a topic of increasing interest in the global academic landscape. The findings reveal that motivations for expatriation are multifaceted, encompassing various archetypes: explorer, refugee, mercenary, architect, and family. Each factor is driven by differing personal reasons, such as career or escaping an unfavorable external environment. Among the motivations, self-fulfillment seems to be a strong factor. By analyzing the initial impetus for moving, institution managers could have a better overall understanding when recruiting expatriates on how to increase their job satisfaction when integrated in the host country.

The literature search uses only two databases, which may result in excluding relevant studies published in other sources—a limitation of this study. Additionally, the study uses secondary data that may limit deeper insights into the practical experiences of academic expatriates. Despite these limitations, the study adheres strictly to the PRISMA guidelines, which ensures transparency and rigor in the review process. The search terms, inclusion criteria, and selection process are openly reported in the study. Furthermore, the review identifies key challenges in the field and provides valuable insights for future research and practice.

The challenges identified in this review underscore the complex reality faced by academic expatriates. These challenges are rooted in systematic issues, spanning from career progression to the balance between maintaining global academic standards and adapting to local contexts. The challenges encountered are exacerbated by the insufficient support structures and unclear policies at host institutions. As a result, expatriate academics may experience job dissatisfaction that can hinder effective integration into the host academic community.

The insights gained from this review are invaluable for university administrators and policymakers. There is a clear need for developing comprehensive management strategies that facilitate the recruitment and integration of academic expatriates and support their long-term retention and career development. Such strategies should be tailored to address the specific motivations and challenges of each expatriate type to ensure that each individual feels valued and supported throughout their tenure at their international branch campus.

This review highlights a gap in the literature concerning the long-term impacts of expatriation on both the individuals involved and their host institutions. However, there still exists questions on how these challenges and motivations change over time as expatriates settle into their roles and become more integrated (or not) in the host institution. Future research should address this gap by conducting longitudinal studies that provide deeper insights into the long-term outcomes of academic expatriation. Such research could include the impact on personal and professional development (Al-Tamimi and Abdullateef, 2023), contributions to the host institution (Maharjan et al., 2021), and the eventual reintegration into the home country or further international moves (Wilkins et al., 2017; James and Azungah, 2021).
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