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International partnerships serve as fundamental tools for international engage-

ment. These partnerships help institutions in the process of international-

izing their academic curricula, research, and service—from amplifying the 

capacity for teaching and research to injecting international dimensions into 

degree and study programs. When developed and used effectively, partner-

ships can support comprehensive international programs, research, and global 

engagement, allowing institutions to maximize their strengths while also clos-

ing gaps and deepening connections abroad. Partnerships enable institutions 

to do more with less by building on comparative strengths and utilizing com-

plementary resources. As with any tool, partnerships can do these things only 

if designed and implemented with focus and vision. 

The Global Landscape
Emerging as elements of increasing importance over the last decade, institu-

tional partnerships serve as both an internationalization tool and a function 

of the international higher education landscape. The American Council on 

Education (ACE)’s (2012) Mapping Internationalization on U.S. Campuses 

charts the emergence of institutional partnerships as key features of interna-

tionalization on U.S. campuses—with partnerships following only traditional 

mobility schemas such as study abroad and recruiting international students 

in prominence. The trends of increased focus on partnerships continued in 

ACE’s 2017 installment of Mapping Internationalization on U.S. Campuses 

(Helms and Brajkovic 2017). 
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The European Association for International Education produced sim-

ilar findings, noting that the development and implementation of interna-

tional partnerships makes up one of the key trends in internationalization 

(Sandström and Weimer 2016). The Association of International Education 

Administrators (AIEA)’s 2014 and 2017 surveys of senior international officers 

(SIOs) demonstrated parallel trends: the 2014 survey found that approximately 

half of responding institutions had begun to develop or expand partnerships 

in recent years, and one-third reported having a staff member dedicated to 

partnership development. Both the 2014 and 2017 AIEA surveys ranked part-

nerships as one of the top three topics for SIOs. 

These trends toward institutional prioritization of partnership development 

are likely informed by various pressures from both policy and economic stand-

points, since various governments and funding agencies around the world 

have made calls for increased collaborations, efficiencies, and innovation. The 

European Union offers awards for Erasmus+ Strategic Partnerships, which 

are defined as “transnational projects designed to develop and share innova-

tive practices, promote cooperation, peer learning, and exchanges” (European 

Commission 2020). Similarly, the National Science Foundation (NSF) has 

had numerous iterations of funding schemes to promote international col-

laboration (e.g., the Partnerships for International Research and Education), 

most of which are managed through NSF’s Office of International Science 

and Engineering. These funding schemes are often matched by other govern-

ments around the world in collective partnership to advance innovation and 

education. Significantly too, the final goal of the United Nations’s (2015) 

Sustainable Development Goals—number 17—calls for global partnership 

for sustainable development. 

International Partnerships
While partnerships have the component parts of service-related tools or instru-

ments, they also operate in a behavioral space of organizational relationships; 

like any relationship, they must be stewarded and, at times, curated. Just as an 

individual likely cannot have hundreds of close friends, an institution likely 

cannot sustain hundreds of successful, meaningful partnerships. In sum, 
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partnerships cannot and should not be measured by the mere number of con-

tracts or agreements. 

While the two are related, the mere existence of a contract does not neces-

sarily equate to the existence of an active, beneficial partner relationship. This 

faulty equivalence, though, has been prevalent across the field of international 

higher education, leading many institutions to tout the sheer number of agree-

ments as evidence of global connections and engagement. An international 

partnership, simply put, involves at least two entities with different contexts 

and cultures working together to achieve mutually defined and mutually ben-

eficial goals and objectives. While this may seem straightforward, managing 

relationships across cultures and institutional contexts requires considerable 

planning and finesse. 

Just as the myth that agreements and partnerships are synonymous has 

prevailed in the field, other myths often surround the discourse of interna-

tional partnership development and can undercut success. For instance, some 

colleagues may assume that partnerships should be “uncomplicated,” often 

meaning institutions should just sign a contract and move forward with the 

collaboration. While striving for effortless and efficient partner engagement 

should be a goal of any partnership manager, navigating this terrain is often 

complex and, at times, quite complicated. Achieving trust, one of the core 

tenets of a productive partnership, involves both short-term and long-term 

investments of time, resources, and patience. 

Additionally, institutions often operate under the assumption that high-

level leadership visits serve to ignite long-lasting relationships, but, depending 

on the culture of the institutions, this may or may not be the case. Institutions 

that operate in a deeply hierarchical and centralized fashion may benefit from 

this theory, but those with stronger traditions of responsibility-centered man-

agement and faculty governance will not. Partnership managers need to under-

stand their institutions well and be able to translate organizational behavior to 

their partners effectively in order to cultivate successful relationships. 
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Engagement Frameworks
The partner engagement framework in figure 1 provides a structure for inter-

preting institutional culture as it relates to international partnerships, reveal-

ing the pros and cons of different contexts—from top-down to bottom-up 

cultivation strategies and from a portfolio of numerous formal partners to a 

select few. 

Figure 1. Partner Engagement Framework

Pro: A few priority partners 
supported by institutional 
leadership

Con: Potential chilling effect 
and lack of engagement 
from faculty

Pro: Faculty engagement

Con: Opaque activity; 
difficult to know what is 
going on; difficult to sustain 
and scale collaboration

Pro: Faculty engagement 

Con: Many ad hoc 
arrangements that may be 
difficult to sustain and scale; 
too much time spent on 
paper production
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Institutions can use this framework to identify not only where they pres-

ently are in their partnership development strategy, but also where they want 

to go. For instance, an institution that is currently positioned in quadrant 

I (highly top-down with many formal partners) will have to guard against 

purely ceremonial engagement, while continuing to cultivate the support of 

leadership. Correspondingly, leaders of internationalization and partnership 

managers may have to shift the balance of engagement by involving more fac-

ulty in a few partnerships that will continue to have the support of leadership. 
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Conversely, an institution in quadrant III (bottom-up engagement with few 

formal partners) may struggle to reflect accurately the depth of institutional 

connections, while also benefiting from considerable faculty collaboration. In 

order to have better institutional insight into international engagement, SIOs 

and partnership managers will likely need to employ strategies to uncover and 

elevate these institutional connections. 

Whatever the organizational structure and objectives, institutional interna-

tional partnerships have emerged as a primary component of comprehensive 

internationalization strategies. International partnerships support institutions 

as they diversify their educational offerings, amplify their research portfolios, 

augment their corporate engagement strategies, and extend the impact of their 

service. Higher education institutions have long collaborated with one another 

for both teaching and research. But in the age of globalization, with its core 

research challenges and increased student demand, institutions are now posi-

tioning themselves to collaborate for the long term as effectively and efficiently 

as possible. 

Overview of the Book
Keeping with the demands of these trends, NAFSA’s Guide to International 

Partnerships: Developing Sustainable Academic Collaborations delves into the 

parameters of international partnerships, identifying sound practices for the 

cultivation of partnerships that foster deep, rich, and sustainable connections 

internationally. Led by a group of international education professionals repre-

senting a variety of institutions from across the North America, the chapters 

in this volume cover a broad spectrum of partnership types, modes, and means 

of engagement, as well as methods of assessing, scaling, and sustaining them 

institutionally. 

The chapters reflect practitioner perspectives, and the authors have 

proven experience in their respective domains of partner engagement and 

development. In addition, many of the chapters contain figures and tables 

illustrating various concepts and structures to assist readers in conceptual-

izing sound practices. Readers may use this volume as a tool to help them 
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develop and assess their own institutional structures or as a guide for devel-

oping effective future practices. 

Chapter Features
The book is divided into roughly two sections. The first portion, comprising 

chapters 2 through 5, considers components and practicalities associated with 

a variety of partnership types, with a chapter each dedicated to educational 

mobility, research collaborations, and community engagement. Chapter 1 

offers a deep dive into the dimensions and dynamics of international partner-

ships, providing definitions and operating principles for partnerships. Chad 

Hoseth and Shehan Thampapillai explore various motivations for numerous 

partnership types. In a compelling turn, they draw a parallel between part-

nering in the higher education space and collaborations that occur in nature, 

noting importantly that not all forms of engagement are positive. Institutions 

and partnership managers will want to pay careful attention to these types and 

points as they develop their own institutional frameworks and practices. 

In chapter 2, Kalpen Trivedi covers the partnership category likely most 

familiar to the higher education community: partnerships for educational 

mobility. Trivedi’s framing historicizes the tradition of educational mobility, 

exchange, and study abroad, demonstrating that while this partnership type 

may have a long tradition dating back centuries, it continues to reinvent itself 

by adapting to student and institutional demands. He further introduces a 

theme other chapters will echo: the importance of understanding and working 

effectively within one’s own institutional culture. Trivedi stresses the impor-

tance of building internal connections to ensure that external engagement is 

well supported at home. 

Outlining the specifics of international research partnerships, Kiki 

Caruson provides essential tactics for identifying existing research connec-

tions in chapter 3. She discusses strategies ranging from reviewing publi-

cations and faculty annual reports to working with the sponsored research 

office to understand connections made via external grants and funding. 

Caruson shows that by reviewing information and data related to an insti-

tution’s research portfolio, international leaders and partnership managers 
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can draw on existing connections to build robust institutional collaborations 

rooted in faculty research priorities and expertise.

Jöel Gallegos picks up the thread of building connections at home in chapter 

4, which focuses on community-engaged international partnerships. Gallegos 

advances the argument for internationalization at home by demonstrating 

what can be accomplished on campus through relationships with the local 

community that are carefully cultivated for the long term. He also illustrates 

that community-engaged partnerships can help foster broad-based community 

connections globally via networks, associations, and key programming. 

Chapter 5 seeks to bring the various themes established in the previous 

chapters together in a segment focused on comprehensive partnerships. 

Defined as those cultivated for the long term between institutions, compre-

hensive institutional partnerships hold numerous possibilities when they span 

disciplinary boundaries, involve many stakeholders, and have multiple modes 

of engagement. 

Marking the second portion of the book, chapter 6 shifts to institutional 

case studies. In a segment devoted to partnerships with corporate entities and 

the nonprofit sector, Paul Allen Miller presents examples from the University 

of South Carolina. These examples reveal the opportunities that exist for 

institutions that align their academic and research connections abroad with 

the economic development and other priorities of their locales. The chapter 

provides a useful descriptive model that other institutions will likely seek to 

emulate. 

Chapter 7 examines an aspect of partner development that can often be 

fraught and time-intensive for institutions just starting to develop a partner-

ship strategy. Focused on negotiating, reviewing, and curating partnership 

agreements, this chapter provides a replicable example of an agreement man-

agement process employed at the University of California, Davis. Joanna 

Regulska, Jolynn Shoemaker, and Elizabeth Landridge-Noti describe an 

institutional process for managing agreement development and review that 

includes faculty members while also adhering to statewide protocols at a large 

public research institution. 
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The volume closes with a case study from the University of Calgary focused 

on partnership assessment. Illustrating an award-winning practice and tool 

kit developed at UCalgary—the International Partnership Assessment Rating 

Index (IPARI)—Janaka Ruwanpura and colleagues demonstrate the value of 

creating a robust assessment tool early in the institutional process for partner-

ship development. The UCalgary example suggests that a robust assessment 

process can help institutions map where they want to go and assess how they 

are progressing on their journey. The IPARI framework has many adaptable 

facets for use at other institutions of varying types. 

Each chapter presents a unique perspective on international partnerships. 

From establishing a common vocabulary and typologies to providing repli-

cable assessment tools and management frameworks, each segment advances 

the professional discourse surrounding international higher education part-

nerships. While in many ways international collaboration is as old as higher 

education itself, this volume illustrates that considerable work and progress is 

being made in the domain of international partnerships. Designed for senior 

leaders of internationalization and for partnership managers alike, the volume 

provides new voices and perspectives on the development and management of 

productive, sustainable international partnerships. 
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