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1. Introduction

Over the past two decades of the twenty-first century, international higher education has experienced a period of rapid
transformation. Key changes include (1) Scale: The average global enrollment ratio in tertiary education has more than
doubled, and the number of internationally mobile students has tripled from 2000 to 2021, according to UNESCO (2021);
(2) Mobility: Despite the pandemic struck, international student mobility is expected to increase across major host
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destination markets, where the number of international student enrollments has surpassed pre-pandemic levels (British
Council, 2024); (3) Quality: The traditional teacher-centered model of education has shifted towards a student-oriented
approach, emphasizing the learning experience and the vision of a learning society (Hoidn & Klemencic, 2020); (4)
Geography: Portes and Armony (2023) underlined an important feature—the emergence of “global cities” such as New
York, London, and Shanghai—which play a politically, economically and demographically dominant role in their con-
nection to information and knowledge. In summary, since the implementation of the General Agreement on Trade in
Services (GATS), higher education has gradually evolved into a “commodity” and “service” to some extent (McBurnie
& Ziguras, 2008). Consequently, in response to the significant changes brought about by globalization, many universities
have adopted new strategies to meet the demands of global markets.

At the same time, another form of higher education activity—transnational higher education (TNHE), or cross-border
education—has appeared in many countries. In some, particularly in developing nations like China, national higher edu-
cation reform has been greatly influenced by TNHE in recent decades; the number of students enrolled in joint programs
or studying abroad through Sino-foreign cooperative institutions has been steadily growing (Huang, 2008). However, the
nature of change is not transient; rather, it is an ongoing and dynamic process that encompasses both achievements and
challenges (Mackenzie, 2000). This paper examines a change project involving a specific institution: University X, a new
branch campus of a prestigious U.S. university located in the Yangtze River Delta region of China. The first section will
briefly explain the rationale, objectives and strategies of the project. Next, the analysis and evaluation of the project will
be made using three change management models, along with excerpts from interviews the author conducted with two
staff members of the university. This analysis will combine both theoretical and practical considerations. Finally, the
author will conclude the paper by offering personal insights and recommendations.

2. The Project

Located in the heart of Greenwich Village, the host institution of University X is connected with facilities across Man-
hattan and Brooklyn. According to its official website, the host institution describes itself as a university “in and of the
city”, with an academic presence that spans the globe. The website further states that it serves as “a leader in global
education, with more international students and more students studying abroad than any other U.S. university”. Moreover,
the university embraces the diverse backgrounds of its faculty, staff, and students, “ensuring its scholarship and teaching
benefit from a wide range of perspectives”. However, to provide a more objective assessment of this institution, it is
ranked No. 30 in the 2023/2024 edition of Best Colleges in National Universities (U.S. News & World Report, 2024).
While it is certainly respected, it may not be regarded as highly as elite universities such as Harvard and MIT. Despite its
academic pursuits, the host institution has long been dedicated to the mission of expanding its global network to create
positive impacts on local communities worldwide. Upholding these core values, University X is a collaborative initiative
established by two reputable universities, one in the United States and the other in China. Few universities can match the
ambition of this host university in broadening its reach and facilitating international exchanges, as the home campus
already boasts twelve study away sites throughout the world.

Situated in the vibrant heart of Shanghai, University X aims to embody the concept of a true “city school”, with its
inaugural class commencing in September 2013. After personally visiting the campus, the author observed that there were
indeed no clear boundaries separating the university from Century Avenue. Nestled in the prosperous and newly devel-
oped Lujiazui area of Pudong, the university benefits from its prime location within a commercial zone that comprises
varied financial and business districts. This advantageous setting provides both international and domestic students with
abundant educational and cross-cultural opportunities. Although University X, as an innovative start-up institution, may
not possess the same resources as an established university, it offers students a variety of support services, including a
Language Clinic for both Chinese and English speakers, academic advising, library access and other resources imported
from the United States. In addition, students are required to take courses in both liberal arts and STEM fields. They also
have the chance to study abroad for one to three semesters, as the university’s mission is to cultivate leadership skills and
global awareness among its students.

Most of the information regarding this project is derived from the “Vision, Values and Mission” page of the University
X website. In contemporary management literature, an “organizational vision” is considered crucial for managing change.
Similarly, a clearly articulated vision of the desired future is essential to guide the university and its stakeholders through
uncharted territory. Based on Cao (2015), University X project can be seen as a “pilot” initiative aimed at international-
izing higher education in Shanghai, indicating that key elements are still under exploration. In particular, Levin (2000)
contends that visions can “jump-start” change efforts by preparing individuals for a climate of readiness to embrace
change. Thus, instead of promoting abstract concepts, University X has translated its vision into practical and achievable
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statements that can be implemented by individuals at various levels and in diverse environments. For example, it has
published a comprehensive list of “Community Standards and Resources” as a crucial reference to clarify its requirements
regarding students’ conduct, thereby ensuring a safe, respectful, and supportive community for learning, living and work-
ing.

3. Some Theories

As indicated in previous sections, in a highly competitive and fast-paced world, organizations must advance and initiate
positive changes to secure their market positions. Regardless of their size, industry or duration, change is a common
phenomenon in nearly all organizations—provided they are motivated to thrive and generate profits (Elving, 2005). Mac-
kenzie (2000) argues that change is a constant process, which in turn affects organizational members and leads to contin-
uous re-engineering and restructuring within the organization. Specifically, this process involves the transition of indi-
viduals, groups, companies and projects that employ different methods to meet shifting requirements and objectives
(IOCMI, 2016). As a starting point, organizations must identify their needs for change and understand how these changes
will benefit them. Next, they should utilize various models to analyze the change process. Particularly, to effectively
manage change and carry out change strategies, it is essential to focus on a suitable action model that has proven effective.
Instead of suggesting irrelevant or arbitrary methods, this section provides an overview of three widely recognized models
of change management and explores the concept of a learning organization. Some of these theories will be critically
examined in relation to the case of University X. This discussion is, however, not exhaustive, as numerous models are
available and applicable. Given the unpredictable and complex nature of human behavior, the field of change management
is likely to generate additional approaches and frameworks for organizations to adopt.

3.1 Lewin’s (1951) Change Management Model

Kurt Lewin’s three-stage force-field model was once one of the most influential frameworks for understanding organiza-
tional change and remains relevant in many contexts today. According to Lewin (1951), change consists of three distinct
stages: “unfreezing”, “changing” and “refreezing” (often referred to as “ice-topping”). The first stage, “unfreezing”, re-
quires organizations to prepare for change by acknowledging its necessity, which involves disrupting the existing state of
equilibrium (Jabri, 2012). The second stage, “changing”, includes varied forces that can fundamentally alter behaviors
and ideologies within an organization to achieve the desired objectives (Lewin, 1951). The third stage, “refreezing”,
ensures that the changes implemented have become stable within the organization and that individuals have fully em-
braced them. If this stage is not successfully completed, there is a risk that the organization may revert to its previous
state. However, Lewin’s model has faced criticism for treating change as a one-time event and assuming a “hierarchical”
rather than a continuous process. In reality, organizations often encounter ongoing change without any “recovery time”.

3.2 Bridges’ (1991) Transition Model

The primary strength of this model lies in its emphasis on transition rather than change itself. According to Bridges (1991),
change is situational and can occur without individuals undergoing a transition; in contrast, transition is psychological
and takes place when individuals gradually accept their changing circumstances. This distinction implies that change is
often instantaneous, while transition typically unfolds over a longer period. The model also delineates three stages that
individuals experience during periods of change: “ending”, the “neutral zone” and the “new beginning” (Bridges, 1991).
Bridges posits that individuals may initially resist emotionally, mourning what used to be when confronted with new
changes. Then, they attempt to adapt, albeit with diminished morale and motivation. Ultimately, they begin to embrace
and comprehend the meaning of the new changes, leading to a resumption of productivity. While this model elucidates
certain effects that change can have on individuals and may effectively address challenges in a changing environment, it
should not be regarded as a “standalone” change management tool and may not be especially useful for implementing
changes.

3.3 Kotter’s (1996) Change Management Theory

John Kotter introduced his eight-step transformation theory after analyzing change stories from over 100 different organ-
izations (Kotter International, 2016). He identified the key success factors and synthesized them into a cohesive method-
ology. His change management theory is divided into eight practical stages: (1) Establishing a sense of urgency;
(2) Forming a powerful guiding coalition; (3) Creating a vision and strategy; (4) Communicating the vision; (5§) Removing
obstacles and empowering action; (6) Planning for short-term wins; (7) Consolidating gains; (8) Anchoring the changes
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in corporate culture (Clay, 2021). This theory provides clear steps to guide the change process and is relatively easy to
follow. More importantly, it emphasizes the commitment and involvement of all employees in working toward a shared
vision (Appelbaum et al., 2012). It is also worth noting that the underlying principle of this model is to view change as a
continuous process, with individuals always prepared for it (Appelbaum et al., 2012). However, a disadvantage of this
model is that no step can be skipped; in reality, there are actually circumstances where the entire process may require
many years to complete, which can be very time-consuming (Penrod & Harbor, 1998).

In general, Kotter’s model may be more realistic, as change is so inevitable that it serves as the only constant. Today,
organizations operate in an increasingly complex environment that is more dynamic and unpredictable than ever before
(Bucdta, 2018). Thus, to survive and thrive in today’s global economy, organizations are required to have greater flexi-
bility and a commitment to continuous improvement (Bucdta, 2018). Scholars such as Senge (1990) and Luhn (2016)
stressed the importance of leading learning organizations, where individuals learn, develop their capacities, and produce
results that they genuinely care about. Five interrelated characteristics of a learning culture are outlined: (1) Personal
mastery; (2) Mental models; (3) Shared vision; (4) Team learning; (5) Systems thinking. A robust organizational learning
culture encourages employees to think in a more interconnected manner, transforming organizations into communities
capable of adapting to new changes (Senge, 1990). Additionally, Crossan and her colleagues proposed a comprehensive
model of organizational learning known as the “4I” model. This model includes intuiting (recognizing opportunities),
interpreting (putting ideas into action), integrating (collective development of a shared understanding), and institutional-
izing (embedding learning within the organization) (Crossan et al., 1999). From these perspectives, change is viewed as
something that individuals should share and engage in, rather than as something imposed upon them compulsively.

4. Compare and Contrast

In addition to a critical analysis of models and theories, the most effective method for gathering information and verifying
the events surrounding the University X project is to conduct field interviews. Thanks to the generous support provided
by the University X Welcome Center, the author had the opportunity to meet with a senior manager in person. In spite of
his busy work schedule during the weekdays, this interview lasted approximately 20 minutes, which was a significant
favor. The second interviewee was initially intended to be a University X student, who was an acquaintance of the author.
However, after meeting a junior staff member—the shopkeeper in one of the campus stores—the author assumed it would
be more intriguing to interview him, given his extensive experience in both working and interacting with students. This
staff member gladly gave his oral consent and shared many valuable insights from his two years of observation. In the
following paragraphs, both perspectives will be presented, illustrating several events that occurred and comparing their
viewpoints across various themes.

4.1 Admission

It is anticipated that transnational education activities will enhance the quality and reputation of the host institution as
well (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007). However, it is also presumed that these lower-status providers may not attract as many
elite students as their host or local counterparts. To maintain consistency and prevent a decline in brand recognition,
University X has carried out stringent admission procedures that align with those at its home campus. The senior manager
noted that if Chinese students wished to apply to University X, they were required to undergo interviews that assessed
their English proficiency and general abilities several months prior to the Gaokao exam (the National College Entrance
Examination of China, held in June). Both the interview results and “Gaokao scores” will be considered during the ad-
mission process. The manager added that despite the minimum requirements for the first-tier line, “Last year’s Gaokao
admission score was already higher than that of [a top Chinese university in Shanghai].” The shopkeeper also noticed the
intense pressure regarding enrollment, “Last year, the number of students applying was around tens of thousands.” He
explained that admitted students fall into two categories: one group consists of those who are academically outstanding
but possess weaker general abilities, while the other group is the opposite. Therefore, for local Chinese students, Univer-
sity X emphasizes their overall qualities to offer equitable opportunities for students with diverse strengths. This is, indeed,
an unexpected and remarkable achievement; after many years of operation, the number of applicants to University X has
increased significantly. This growth will, in turn, reflect an enhancement in educational quality and greater recognition
from society.

4.2 Integration (“ronghe”)

Studies show that a multi-ethnic, multicultural cohort in a university setting can positively influence the dispelling of
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misunderstandings, and enhance mutual communication and cooperation (Gurin et al., 2002). In this context, University
X has maintained an almost equal proportion of Chinese and international students and plans to continue this recruitment
strategy in the next few years, as the senior manager said. When asked about the integration of students from diverse
backgrounds, he emphasized that “Students are essentially all mixing together and are very integrated, attending classes,
sharing meals, or living together”. Rather than remaining within their own ethnic groups, they exhibit a high degree of
integration, which is a commendable outcome. He also proudly stated that “This is from students’ own initiatives, not
being mediated deliberately by teachers”. However, while the shopkeeper acknowledged that Chinese students interact
with international students in various situations, he believed that these interactions hold little practical significance. In
some cases, all students are welcome to participate together in campus events; hence, they naturally become familiar with
one another over time. Yet he remarked that “Being familiar with some people does not necessarily mean you have close
relationships”. Despite numerous opportunities to engage with one another, it remains unlikely that individuals can con-
fide in each other about every matter—this is a common principle across all social groups.

4.3 Cost Performance

Between 2020 and 2023, the inflation rate for average published tuition and fees in the United States was 1.2% in 2020,
4.7% in 2021, 8.0% in 2022, and 4.5% in the first half year of 2023 (College Board, 2023). However, for students enrolled
at the host institution and its branch campuses, expenses are even higher due to their locations in major cities, where
housing and commodity prices are steep. According to the shopkeeper, students participating in exchange or summer
session programs in countries such as the United Kingdom and France face even greater costs. This is primarily because
institutions in these countries do not provide on-campus housing, requiring students to cover the rent for off-campus
apartments independently. Fortunately, students at University X benefit from residing in university-sponsored residence
halls. The teaching building is located in Lujiazui, and the dormitory building is situated in Jinqiao, which is another
commercial area in the Pudong district. The dormitory is described as well-equipped, allowing individuals to develop
practical skills such as cooking. The shopkeeper informed the author that the accommodation fee was approximately
16,000 RMB per semester, in addition to living expenses ranging from 4,000 to 5,000 RMB per month. However, he
mentioned that students tended to have negative opinions in this respect, “I don’t think these students are happy for being
here. As for the material conditions, I find them to be just average; there is nothing particularly special. Inside this teaching
building, there is nothing truly impressive. When you first arrive, everything may appear ‘fancy’, but over time, you may
come to realize that it is merely superficial. You might even feel that it is not worth it.”

4.4 Quality

McBurnie and Ziguras (2007) identified a set of criteria for evaluating the perceived quality of TNHE programs. Specif-
ically, they proposed a few indicators of learning outcomes, including graduation rates, employment outcomes, retention
rates, and research output—areas in which most transnational institutions are likely to receive low ratings, even if their
home campuses are strong research universities, such as the case of University X. Consequently, University X is more
likely to prioritize teaching and learning over research, which is presumably not the focus of this project, at least in the
short term. As the senior manager said, “If we wish to assess students’ performance outcomes, we will need to wait for
many years, at which point we can better evaluate graduation rates, employment rates, and the proportion of students who
pursue graduate studies”. According to him, the only valid quality standards for this university are these parameters. As
the establishment of University X represents a form of exploration, its quality cannot be thoroughly evaluated. The shop-
keeper also expressed uncertainty but argued that “the founding of this new campus embodies the spirit of reform”. He
conveyed his confidence and hope for a “border-less” campus by stating “It is an imitation of American education. If we
create borders, we will resemble Chinese universities, and our educational models will be confined to a Chinese context.
Students come here primarily to study; they do not expect how enjoyable their campus lives will be because they are
extremely busy and participate in numerous activities. Their courses are often very challenging, leaving them little time
to think about other matters.”

5. Evaluations

With increasing diversity, mobility and competitiveness in higher education, the host university of University X is not
only competing with other institutions, but also transforming its operations and mission to adapt to the evolving landscape
of higher education. The University X change project has facilitated this transformation by establishing effective man-
agement at the top of the organization, supported by clear policies. It tried to communicate its vision to all stakeholders
involved in this change, including leaders, managers, and employees. In this regard, John Kotter’s change management
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theory aligns well with this development process, as University X is currently anticipating short-term wins mainly from
its foremost cohorts of outstanding graduates. However, before reaching this new stage, University X must first focus on
the preceding task of removing obstacles and empowering others to act on its vision. As time progresses, it is natural for
an organization to encounter difficulties, resistance, and dilemmas. Based on the interview results, certain inconsistencies
across different levels of the university are found. Therefore, apart from the benefits University X provides to students
and society, the author has summarized three key issues that pose significant challenges for the management and strategic
planning of the university.

5.1 A Mismatch

Although University X “exemplifies the highest ideals of contemporary higher education” (University X website, 2024),
the reasons for its high volume of applications may vary. Waters (2005) argued that students who earn a Western degree
share in the prestige associated with the university, which enhances their career prospects. University X offers its students
a dual bachelor’s degree conferred by both its main campus in the United States and its branch campus in China; however,
one of these degrees may carry more weight on one’s resume. The shopkeeper explained that many students from Hong
Kong, Macau, and Taiwan prefer University X over other Sino-foreign cooperative universities because its host institution
is regarded as the most reputable and highly ranked globally. Besides, the senior manager compared this university to a
“springboard” for Chinese students, “To be honest, [University X] is a springboard; when Chinese students complete
their undergraduate studies here, they will undoubtedly pursue graduate studies abroad, making it very convenient”.
Therefore, while University X assists Chinese students in achieving their personal aspirations, it remains questionable
whether this will lead to a greater brain drain rather than promoting the development of skilled international talents.

5.2 Resistance

The term “resistance”, in the context of organizational change, refers to the internal actions—either through commission
or omission—that oppose the intentions of others (Ashforth & Mael, 1998). When University X positioned itself as an
integral part of the global network associated with its home campus, faculty and staff were inevitably required to adapt to
this new change. However, it is possible that they may become a significant source of resistance. As the senior manager
revealed, teachers from the home campus tended to perceive their teaching opportunities in China as “zhijiao” (aid/support
education), a term in Chinese that typically refers to teaching in underdeveloped areas to improve local circumstances.
As aresult, they may even object to the establishment of this branch campus. According to Kotter and Schlesinger (1979),
individuals may resist change for several reasons: (1) They prioritize their own interests, such as maintaining the promi-
nence of their home campus, over those of the organization; (2) There is often misunderstanding and a lack of trust
regarding the unfamiliar environment in the “far East”; (3) They may feel insecure about meeting new requirements, such
as altering their accents and respond to new culture. Although it is challenging to gather comprehensive information on
the organization’s internal affairs, implementing staff training and mentoring support policies can serve as effective means
of sharing experiences, clarifying issues and stimulating curiosity (McBurnie & Ziguras, 2007).

5.3 Internationalization or Westernization?

Based on their respective statuses, domestic and international students often have markedly different perceptions of the
social climate on campus (Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2013). At University X, the intention behind the balanced representa-
tion of Chinese and international students was to foster their mutual interactions. However, an unintended consequence
has been the assimilation of Chinese students by their international counterparts, resulting in a “Westernization” of the
entire student body. The shopkeeper has observed that Chinese students are significantly influenced by international stu-
dents in various aspects, including academic performance, lifestyle, behavior, and mentality. In their efforts to integrate
with international students, they may feel compelled to adopt a more open and relaxed demeanor. He noted that he could
clearly see the differences in Chinese students compared to when they first arrived. In his words, “Way too different; I
feel that they have been completely changed.” This issue warrants further research, as the goal of developing students’
international competencies may inadvertently facilitate a form of cultural imperialism for those from non-Western back-
grounds. In this case, University X may not be providing an authentic cross-cultural learning environment.

6. Conclusion

In brief, to cope with various challenges posed by globalization, the host institution of University X aspires to educate a
new generation of leaders who embody both academic excellence and global awareness. By expanding its franchises in
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China and several other countries, it has provided its students with a wealth of educational choices and opportunities. The
University X project, which was initially launched in 2011, also seeks to put the vision of the home campus into practice
and achieve its strategic goals. This original initiative has, thus far, yielded positive results, attracting a large number of
prospective students. At present, students benefit from a first-class learning environment and are surrounded by peers
from diverse cultural backgrounds. However, through small-scale data-gathering efforts involving interviews with two
stakeholders of the university, this study revealed that change recipients from different positions and units can have dis-
tinct perceptions and interpretations of the same issue. While some opinions may have minimal impact on the decision-
making process, University X should not overlook the potential problems they mentioned in order to make substantial
progress in the future. For instance, concerns regarding the daunting costs, the perceived “integration” among students,
and more importantly, whether the university is actually fostering students’ humanistic spirit within its limitless campus
environment.

Furthermore, based on Kotter’s change management model, the author has developed a fundamental project evaluation
framework for this initiative, which includes assessing mismatches, resistance, and unanticipated challenges. By doing
so, she highlighted a few additional issues that University X may need to address beyond its success and ambitious goals:
Is this a more utilitarian-oriented project? How will it manage the pressures from its faculty members? Does it aspire to
cultivate “international” talents or predominantly “Western” talents? Given the brief history of this new university branch,
it is understandable that some of its endeavors cannot be fairly discussed. Nevertheless, if University X prioritizes its
long-term commitments, such as educational innovations and quality learning, it is likely to leverage its strengths more
effectively.
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