Almansour, Cogent Education (2015), 2: 1118201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1118201

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT | RESEARCH ARTICLE

The challenges of international collaboration:
Perspectives from Princess Nourah Bint
Abdulrahman University
Received: 10 July 2015
Accepted: 02 November 2015
Published: 01 December 2015
*Corresponding author: Sana
Almansour, Department of
Administration & Educational Planning,
College of Education, Princess Nourah
Bint Abdulrahman University, PO Box
285357, Riyadh 11323, Saudi Arabia
E-mails: sana_m6@hotmail.com,
saalmansour@pnu.edu.sa
Reviewing editor:
H. L. Wendy Pan, Tamkang University,
Taiwan
Additional information is available at
the end of the article

Sana Almansour1*

Abstract: This case study addresses the international collaboration challenges faced
by Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University for women in Saudi Arabia. The
objectives of this investigation are to define the challenging sources of international
program collaboration between Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University and
foreign institutions from the perspective of the university staff who are involved
in initiating these collaborations. A total of 27 university staff members who were
involved in initiating institutional collaborations participated in semi-structured
interviews. A thematic analysis of the interviews suggested that the major sources
of challenges to the university’s international collaboration efforts are difficulties in
making contacts with international institutions, language barriers, faculty resistance
to international partnerships, cross-cultural issues, and establishing partnership
agreements.
Subjects: Lifelong Learning; Sustainability Education, Training & Leadership; Teachers &
Teacher Education
Keywords: internationalization; collaboration; partnership; globalization; Princess Nourah
Bint Abdulrahman University

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT

Sana Almansour is a faculty member at the
Department of Administration and Educational
Planning, College of Education, Princess Nourah
Bint Abdulrahman University, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.
Her research focuses on higher education and
national development with particular attention
to the role of women in university administration
and leadership. She is the lead author of “Princess
Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University’s challenge:
transition from a local to a global institution,”
recently published in Higher Education. Current
research projects and writings of Almansour
include investigation into the lack of global
recognition of Arab universities in international
rankings and the challenges of international
collaboration. Her research also considers security
issues for women professors in the post-Arab
Spring and the level of participation of women
faculty in the public sphere.

This is one of the stories of international
collaboration between universities in the West
and East. In this case study the newly developed
Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University
(PNU) for women in Saudi Arabia—established in
2007 at a cost of $5.3 billion—is seeking assistance
and cooperation from international higher
education institutions around the world in order to
develop its undergraduate and graduate academic
programs. The objective of the study is to identify
the difficulties in achieving and sustaining
international collaboration. The study is based on
the data gathered from the surveyed PNU staff
involved in the collaboration process. The results
show that making a connection, cross-culture
issues, building relationships, faculty resistance,
and language barriers are challenges facing the
collaborating partners.
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1. Introduction
Globalization is increasingly affecting the context of higher education (HE). Governments, academic
systems, and subdivisions are adopting internationalization to cope with globalization (Altbach,
2005). Egron-Polak (2015) considers internationalization as a road map to quality, a key to competitiveness, and part of the race for talent. According to Altbach and Knight (2007), the motivation to
internationalize enhances the capacity for research, knowledge, cultural understanding, competitiveness, prestige, and strategic alliance. Marginson (2004) distinguishes between globalization and
internationalization and notes, “Globalization refers to the spread of cross-national and worldwide
phenomena, including their growing influence at local, regional, and national levels.” In contrast,
“internationalization refers to relations between nations as discrete entities, without implying any
necessary change in those nations themselves or in the structuring of their relationship” (2004, p. 4).
HE is becoming more collaborative. International collaborations among researchers and universities
have increased and are almost mandatory for institutions that seek global visibility in science and
technology (Knobel, Patricia Simões, & Henrique de Brito Cruz, 2013). Institutions are encouraging
their faculty to engage in collaborative research (Brew, Boud, Lucas, & Crawford, 2013). All types of
partnerships and alliances are occurring among organizations to promote innovations, address
complex problems, and access new markets (Gray, 1989; Levina, 2005). Global access takes many
forms, such as branch campuses, online programs, franchised foreign academic degrees, and independent institutions that are modeled after foreign universities (Altbach & Knight, 2007). The 2014
4th Global Survey by the International Association for Universities (IAU) reports an increase of dual/
double degree programs with foreign partners over the past three years (Egron-Polak & Hudsun,
2014). Altbach labels this “multinationalization” and defines it as “offering one country’s academic
program to other countries” (2005, p. 65). This form of collaboration is manifested in dual or joint
degrees.
Academic institutions in the Arab world are joining this global initiative. Educational change has
become a theme for planning and educational policy for the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries (Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, and Oman) that are eager to adopt globalization
and modernization while preserving their national and cultural identities (Elsemary, Alkhaja, &
Hamidou, 2012).
In Saudi Arabia, international collaboration is clearly displayed in the annual International
Exhibition & Conference on Higher Education (IECHE). The IECHE is hosted by the Ministry of Education
with the mission to “act as a liaison between foreign and local higher education institutions providing them with excellent networking venue for exchanging knowledge and solid international alliances creating a cooperative environment where ample opportunities for seekers of overseas higher
education are gathered under one roof” (IECHE, 2015). From 2011 to 2014, the IECHE witnessed 152
collaborations between Saudi universities and other universities around the world. This year, 450
universities participated in the IECHE, including top-ranked global universities (Higher Education
Statistics Center, n.d.).
Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University (PNU) for women is one of the newly established
Saudi universities in the kingdom. In recent years, PNU has been in contact with and engaged in international partnerships of graduate and undergraduate programs with institutions from around the
world. These institutions come from the USA, Canada, France, Ireland, the UK, South Korea, Australia,
Denmark, Morocco, and Lebanon. Currently, PNU has achieved four partnerships in graduate programs and five partnerships in undergraduate programs. However, international collaboration is not
an easy task to accomplish; it is challenging and risky, according to Rosas and Camarinha-Matos
(2009). The collaboration initiatives have burdened PNU with many challenges. To gain a better understanding, the author investigated the sources of these challenges from the perspective of PNU
staff who are involved in the collaboration initiatives. The goal of this study is to provide insights and
contribute new knowledge that will make international collaboration between HE institutions in developed and developing countries, where diverse language, culture, and regulations exist, less
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complex and problematic. This research aims at defining the sources of the challenges that confront
PNU’s initiatives in international partnerships from the perspectives of its staff.
In considering the case of PNU, I present first an overview of PNU and its organization and discuss
the need for international collaboration. Next, I report the results of the investigation that include
interviews, observations, and policy documents. I conclude with a discussion of the findings for PNU
and the implications of its partnership role in international collaboration.

1.1. Background of PNU and the need for international collaboration
The establishment of PNU is the outcome of a series of significant events for women’s HE in Saudi
Arabia. These events began in 1970 with the establishment of the first girls’ college in the country.
The establishment of more colleges followed for a total of 102 colleges that are distributed throughout 72 Saudi cities and include 600,000 students. In Riyadh, the capital city, six colleges became the
foundation of the first women’s university in the country; the remaining girls’ colleges were annexed
to state universities in their local areas (Introduction to the University, n.d.). PNU was established in
2007 at a cost of $5.3 billion and a budget of more than $716 million (Budget, n.d.).
PNU is the largest university in the world for women, with a campus of more than 8-million square
meters that is designed to accommodate 60,000 students (Khan, 2011). The physical structures include the academic campus, a central library, a convention center, a health sciences and research
laboratory, a medical center, K-12 schools, a residential area, a grand mosque, and a community
center. The university has 14 colleges and an Arabic Language Institute. The colleges include Social
Sciences, Arts and Humanities (Art and Design, Arabic Language and Literature, English Language
and Literature, Geography, History, and Islamic Studies), and Health and Medical Education
(Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing, Pharmacy, and Physical Therapy) (PNU Project, n.d.). Additional colleges include programs in Computer and Information Sciences, Business and Administration,
Community Service, Home Economics, Language and Translation, Education, Sciences, and Social
Services (PNU Deanships & Colleges, n.d.).
In addition, the university established the Deanship of Preparatory Year with a mission to “develop
leading personalities in the different aspects of knowledge, skills, and values, capable of learning to
achieve international competitiveness in a knowledgeable society, through strategic partnerships
and the optimal employment of the latest technology” (PNU Deanship of Preparatory Year, n.d.). This
deanship is the first to initiate international collaboration with a foreign institution that teaches
English as a second language.
PNU student enrollment in the 2013–2014 school year reached 46,776. There are 2,054 faculty
and staff, and 865 of them hold Ph.D.’s (Higher Education Statistics Center, n.d.). PNU’s vision “aims
to achieve national and international leadership through college education and scientific research”
and “contribute to society and environmental development based on Islamic values and social and
culture awareness for sustainable development” (Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University
Information Booklet, 2013, p. 1). The vision to internationalize PNU is a reflection of the special attention given to women’s HE in the country. The strong support of the late King Abdullah to improve
women’s HE (Fatany, 2007) and the 8th National Plan (Ministry of Economy & Planning, n.d.) represent a new era for Saudi women. Both the former King and the National Plan call for widening opportunities and expanding women’s participation in national development, especially in HE.
PNU’s leadership is making a considerable effort to transform the university from a local to a
global institution, similar to the cultural and educational changes that occur in other regions and
countries (Almansour & Kempner, 2015). The university established the International Cooperation
Department with a mission to “become the link between PNU and all other international institutions
and organizations within and outside the Kingdom with the purpose of achieving PNU’s objectives
for development and excellence” (Vision & Mission, n.d.). Almansour and Kempner’s (2015) study
summarizes PNU’s effort to go global:
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PNU has aspirations to be a globally recognized university. To achieve this goal, a number
of administrators have explained that “forming partnerships with programs in universities
with good reputations” is a key element to gain global status. According to one of the Vice
Rectors, “The strategic plan includes PNU’s globalization; however, aspects of globalization
are not clear yet.” A senior PNU administrator summarized the additional strategies being
taken to internationalize PNU: collaboration with and recruitment of international scholars,
changes in courses and curriculum, and increasing the website presence of PNU’s strengths
and the quality of its programs. (p. 525)
Although PNU is vigorously pursuing academic program partnerships for both undergraduate and
graduate programs, the greatest emphasis is on the graduate level. Since 2008, the emphasis on
graduate programs has been particularly strong because all graduate programs were suspended to
allow the restructuring and development of new programs that could compete internationally.
Moreover, the graduate programs have not been reviewed or updated since 1980. A large study initiated by PNU was launched to review and evaluate the status of graduate programs. The findings
called for the suspension of graduate programs and the development of new programs that can best
serve the needs of the country’s national plan. New programs were to be developed that contribute
to the knowledge society in correlation with the scientific and global development in sciences (Saudi
Press Agency, 2009).
The collaboration efforts are intended to develop faculty and produce better student outcomes.
International collaboration is also considered by PNU to be a gateway to recognition and global
rankings. PNU attempts to form dual program partnerships with high-ranked institutions from
around the world. The process of achieving international partnerships involves encouraging colleges
and departments to choose a potential partner and establish contacts. College deans or committees
formed by colleges or departments, which represent the majority of faculty members, are assigned
to achieve this goal. When a preliminary agreement is reached, colleges forward the initial agreement to the Vice Rectorate for Educational Affairs for undergraduate programs or the Deanship of
Graduate Studies for graduate programs. These offices are responsible for the approval and completion of the agreement process, including legal, financial, and logistic issues.
PNU is a very conservative institution. Its objective to go international reflects the new leadership
of the women who currently run it. Moreover, PNU’s financial soundness and independent leadership
make it like no other women university or college in the Arab or Muslim world. Most Arab and Muslim
universities include women colleges in their physical structure. These colleges are hardly comparable to PNU’s independence in the decision-making process or its financial capability.

1.2. International collaboration and challenges
According to Hardy, Lawrence, and Grant, “Collaboration represents a complex set of ongoing communicative processes among individuals who act as members of both the collaboration and of the
separate organizational hierarchies to which they are accountable” (2005, p. 59). Their model suggests two stages. The first stage is a conversation among participants, and the second stage is the
transformation of these conversations into action. Stewart (2015) summarized the principles of effective international collaboration in the following 10 points: clarifying purposes and goals; establishing the rights and responsibilities of partners; respecting social and academic cultures; developing
roles and responsibilities of university leaders, faculty, staff, and students; considering ethical standards; building an institutional culture that supports international collaboration; ensuring that the
capacity exists to deliver on the commitments made to all stakeholders; providing support to faculty
and students throughout their international experience; ensuring the existence of a database that
documents past and current international collaboration agreements; and developing the capacity to
measure benefits and outcomes. Effective collaboration depends on the relationship of the collaborating partners that require continued negotiations among them as long as the collaboration lasts.
Effective contact with international institutions is built on trust and requires time to achieve (De Wit,
2015; Egron-Polak, 2015; Marginson, 2015). Organizations should be adequately prepared before
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they participate in a collaboration. Both “hard” factors, such as technological compatibility and competency fitness, and “soft” nature aspects, such as the organization’s character and willingness to
collaborate behavior, norms, ethical issues, values, and trust, influence partners’ preparedness to
collaborate (Rosas & Camarinha-Matos, 2009). Simonin (1997) indicates that collaborative efforts do
not usually achieve their original goals, and many times, they fail. Altbach (2005) explains that
twenty-first-century academic systems cannot exist by themselves but warns that globalization
must not turn into a new form of colonialism. Traditionally, the relation between institutions tends
to be unequal, with the academic models, programs, and curricula from the more powerful outside
institution dominating the local partner. Knobel et al. (2013) note that elements of exploitation can
exist when international collaboration involves partners of unequal scientific strength.
The aggregate results of the 4th Global Survey of Egron-Polak and Hudsun (2014) show that the
risks of the internationalization of higher educational institutions are manifested in limited opportunities for students with financial resources, the difficulty of the local regulation of the foreign programs’ quality, and excessive competition among these institutions. In addition, the potential risks
to society are education commodification, unequal sharing in partnerships, and growing gaps
among institutions in the country. The 2014 IAU survey results also demonstrate the internal and
external obstacles to the internationalization of institutions. The most significant internal obstacles
are insufficient financial resources and the staff and faculty’s limited experience. International collaboration challenges the faculty that participate in cross-institutional collaboration because they
must enter the world of global interaction to confront its challenges (Cooper & Mitsunaga, 2010).
Sometimes, faculty view these collaborations with suspicion and without any positive contribution
to their careers (Wang & Beasley, 2014). A case study on PNU’s transformation from a local to a
global institution by Almansour and Kempner (2015) reports that a Vice Rector of PNU indicated that
PNU’s aspirations to go global are hampered by human resources, experts, time, and resistance to
change. Research by Wolcott (2003) also reports that faculty’s fear and feelings of inadequacy create an attitude that increases resistance to changes in the status quo. Tagg (2012) notes that faculty
resistance against institutional change is rooted in human instincts, and that we need to design
change for our institutions as well as redesign our institutions for change. Adria and Rose (2004)
report on faculty resistance to the use of information and communication technology. Boice (1990)
similarly finds faculty resistance to writing-intensive courses. Terpstra and Olson (1984) surveyed 23
full-time faculty to investigate the sources of resistance to Management By Objectives and found
that decreased autonomy, academic freedom, opportunity for promotion, and job security are the
sources. To overcome faculty resistance to formal training in educational principles and methods,
Ahmed (2013) reports on a faculty-tailored development program at Ain Shams University Medical
School in which 76 faculty were engaged in a self-learning process through web-based modules and
an email-based discussion. McBride (2010) proposes strategic planning to address faculty resistance. Randall’s case study (2012), however, shows that the process of change, not the individual
style of leadership, is significant to a university’s successful transformation. Randall finds that
change in HE occurs when faculty are committed to participate or sometimes lead the change
initiatives.
The results of the 4th Global Survey of Egron-Polak and Hudsun (2014) show that the most significant external obstacles to internationalization are limited public funding and the language barrier.
Language barriers are impairments to effective communication when interlocutors have different
native tongues and lack a shared language (Tenzer, Pudelko, & Harzing, 2014). These barriers can
also damage and distort relationships (Feely & Harzing, 2003). “[T]alking the same language can in
fact be even more hazardous for communication than talking in different languages, since attention
is focused on the superficial surface of ‘sameness’ of language, forgetting that the use and meaning
of the English word is inevitably rooted in one’s own cultural background and mother tongue” (Kraus
& Sultana, 2008, p. 74). Translation becomes an alternative when collaborating with potential partners who do not share the same language. Farquhar and Fitzsimons discuss “the notion of translation as a complex paradigm for multiple exchanges: in language, within and among cultures, and in
the exercise of power. Such complexity problematises any simple social reality” (2011, p. 661). Brew
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et al. (2013) report that collaboration challenges become increasingly demanding when the commonalities between the parties are reduced. Significant cultural and language differences demand
continual efforts to renegotiate understanding.
Cross-cultural issues have been reported by researchers as a challenge in international collaboration. Kraus and Sultana report, “The very notion of ‘cross-cultural’ communication, as the basis of
the CROSSLIFE project, may itself be overly optimistic given the complex inter- and intra-personal
processes involved in constructing meaning in the context of a group and the diversity within every
‘cultural unit’.” (2008, p. 69)
Difficulties in communication within a culturally mixed group are often complicated and intertwined, and cannot be easily “explained away” by referring to “culture” (Kraus & Sultana, 2008).
MacKenzie and Meyers’ (2012) study of collaboration among colleagues who complete the
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning reports challenges in the lack of time to build sustainable collaborative relationships. This difficulty is especially relevant if distance is an issue and the collaboration is among strangers from different disciplines who must find a common goal, navigate differences
in time zones and manage the quantity of communication that is needed, and the differences in
culture. Wang and Beasley (2014) note that factors such as personal connection, doing business
with friends, trust, centralization of authority, equality of status and action, age, timing of decisions,
internal approval process, negotiating style, seniority and authority, communication telephone issues, communication emails issues, travel and study abroad as an accreditation factor, subsidized
study abroad for students, permission to travel for study abroad, and individual VS group travel in
the USA are perceived differently by the USA and China.
The stereotyping of cultures in the popular media plays a challenging role for securing personal
connections and trust. In this regard, Kraus and Sultana (2008) note that questioning stereotyped
perceptions and unpacking the content of culturally bound categories require a degree of trust in the
group and a sense of belonging, which both take time to be established.

2. Study approach and methodology
This study employed a qualitative approach in the data collection to allow participants to share their
views in depth and in a private setting (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas, & Robson, 2001). The participants
were selected through purposeful sampling (Merriam, 2009). A key concept analysis was employed
(Krueger & Casey, 2009). The data were gathered through interviews and a review of policy documents revealed the new direction of the university toward international collaboration. Reviewed
policy documents were official letters sent by the university administration to colleges and departments. In addition an observation of faculty reactions to international partnership issues was included in the study. The author’s observation took place during department meetings and general
discussions among faculty on the issue.
In this investigation, the author conducted semi-structured interviews with PNU staff. The interviews employed open-ended questions and focused on the participants’ personal experiences and
challenges regarding the international collaboration process. The participants of the study were
deans, department committee chairs, and faculty members who were in charge or assigned by their
colleges or departments to initiate and negotiate international partnerships in academic programs.
The total number of staff who was involved in initiating international partnerships was 31. Twentyseven out of these 31 individuals participated in the study and represented the colleges of Nursing,
Dentistry, Pharmacy, Health and Rehabilitation Sciences, Sciences, Business Administration,
Computer & Information Science, Education, Art, Social Services, Community, and Arts & Design.
Most interviews were conducted face to face, and other interviews were conducted by phone with
follow-up as needed.
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3. Results
The qualitative analysis of the interviews generated the main theme of challenges in PNU’s international collaboration efforts. The emerging themes that were common among the participants were
the difficulties in making contacts with international institutions, language barriers, PNU faculty resistance to international partnerships, cross-cultural issues, and partnership agreements.

3.1. Difficulties in making contact with international institutions
Twenty-four out of the 27 participants complained of no response from international institutions
when they attempted to make contact for the purpose of collaboration. In addition, 25 participants
were unaware of how to approach foreign universities and to be taken seriously. One participant
indicated that making contact was the most difficult challenge and wished the university administration would bear this responsibility, rather than leaving it to the departments and colleges. Two
participants who received a response were asked about PNU’s credentials and international accreditations, but these international institutions declined to cooperate with a newly established university. Two participants reported that international institutions declined to engage in a partnership
with PNU because their faculty were engaged in grants, research, and publications. A participant
noted that when she received a response from an international institution, it was, “Who are you?”
Another participant was told that PNU was unknown and must build a name before it sought partnerships. One participant was able to make a successful connection and initiate partnership negotiations only because she was friends with a faculty member in the collaborating institution. The results
show that most existing collaborations were initiated during the annual IECHE hosted by the Ministry
of Education. A participant informed the study that she achieved a program collaboration agreement for her college by making a successful first contact with a foreign institution during the 2012
IECHE. The study findings show that the universities that have already signed a memorandum of
understanding (MOU) with PNU are being continuously asked for partnerships in several graduate
programs. Twenty-five participants remarked that PNU’s International Cooperation Department has
done very little to assist them in this regard.

3.2. Language barrier
A lack of proficiency in English has discouraged and delayed efforts to establish effective communication with international partners. Fourteen out of the 27 participants admitted that a lack of knowledge of the English language was a crucial factor that discouraged the initiation of successful
contact with international institutions. Thirteen participants needed help to research the web and
find a program that was compatible with their department. Three participants requested that faculty
with an English specialty assist them in making contact. A participant indicated that her department
had to hire English language translators to assist in the communication process. In two cases, the
success of the ongoing negotiations with foreign institutions was attributed to these negotiations
being conducted in the Arabic language.

3.3. PNU faculty resistance to international partnerships
Although the top leadership of PNU favors international partnerships, college departments must
approve them with a majority vote. The study findings show that most academic departments at
three colleges do not favor collaboration with foreign institutions. Fourteen participants report their
rejection of full-program collaboration, although they agree with a 50/50 collaboration in which PNU
shares the program operation with the foreign institution. One participant said, “What are we supposed to do when others come to teach?” Two participants indicated that the department majority
vote does not favor bringing outsiders who are unaware of the Saudi culture and historical background. A participant argued that the labor market does not require the outcomes of international
graduate programs. A participant asked, “Why don’t they trust us?” The study findings through document review and observation show that some faculty stalled and intentionally delayed their department’s discussion of international partnerships and influenced others to refuse the collaboration.
A participant commented that the faculty in her department resisted change.
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3.4. Cross-cultural issues
Because of Saudi Arabia’s social setting of segregation between males and females, 26 of the participants indicated that the negotiating partners could not provide the required female staff to operate the program on campus. In some cases, the foreign partner offered to hire female staff to
compensate for female staff shortages, but the suggestion was not received equally satisfactorily
among the departments. A participant commented, “We want the same qualified specialized staff
that operate this program in the foreign institution, not only to teach our students but also to train
our faculty.” The study findings show that PNU introduced a new online concept in which 30% of
program courses can be taught online by male professors. In two cases, the participants reported
that the dual partnership included requirements that were unsuitable for Saudi society but were
suitable for the foreign partner.
Negative media coverage and stereotypes of Saudi Arabia may influence the foreign female staff’s
decision to participate in the partnership team or delay the progress of collaboration, as one participant indicated. In related matters, two participants reported concerns of foreign institutions’ staff
regarding transportation, food, and women who cover up (Abaya). A participant indicated that she
had to assure female foreign staff that transportation services such as taxis and private hires are
available in order to obtain personal needs.

3.5. Partnership agreement
The laws and regulations of academic programs at foreign universities differ from the regulations at
Saudi universities. A participant indicated that she worked with a potential collaborating institution
for many months but could not reach an MOU because of the conflict in the governing law between
the two systems. The study results show that three participants who were involved in negotiations
and did not necessarily reach an agreement were unaware of the contract requirements, taxes, and
financial costs. A participant involved in program partnership negotiations reported a conflict of
credit hour numbers between the Saudi HE regulations for graduate programs and their foreign
partner. The participants were challenged by the foreign program’s English test admission score and
were afraid that students would not be able to obtain the minimum score. The participants reported
on the foreign institutions’ preferences for online teaching, advising, and other related academic
activities that conflict with PNU collaboration requirements, such as physical presence on the PNU
campus.

4. Discussion and implications
The resulting themes are discussed in the same order that they were reported above, and they are
connected to one another, as the discussion will show.

4.1. Difficulties in making contact with international institutions
The results of the current study indicate that international collaboration is challenged at its early initiating stages. It has been a tiresome and somewhat humiliating process for most PNU staff to make
contact with foreign universities with little success. The PNU staff seem to be challenged by the first
phase of international collaboration. The PNU staff who were assigned to establish collaborations
with international institutions had no previous experience or training on how to make a connection
with a foreign entity and had no specific instructions on how to proceed with the first email contact
and its protocol. Challenges of a different nature are expected to arise when collaboration progresses. PNU’s international collaborations seem to occur in the following three situations: during the
annual IECHE exhibition and conference that is hosted by the Saudi Ministry of Education; when
there is a friendship between the PNU staff/faculty and a faculty member at the foreign institution;
and when the foreign institution is already a collaborating partner in another PNU program. PNU’s
preparation to achieve its objectives in international program partnerships is not significant. The
research has warned that international collaborations are complex and not easy to achieve or sustain (Rosas & Camarinha-Matos, 2009; Simonin, 1997). According to the model that was proposed by
Hardy et al. (2005), PNU did not accomplish the first stage of collaboration. The preparation for international collaboration is influenced by “hard” factors such as matching competence and
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technological fit and by “soft” factors such as behavior, values, and trust (Rosas & Camarinha-Matos,
2009). PNU is a newly established university and is relatively novel in the global academic community, and it is likely lacking the “hard” factors and “soft” aspects that were proposed by Rosas and
Camarinha-Matos. In this regard, Marginson (2015) observes that building a relationship that leads
to trust is a crucial element in international partnerships. MacKenzie and Meyers (2012) note that
building partnerships between complete strangers who communicate at a distance is likely to require more than a year. In establishing international collaboration in HE between the USA and China,
personal friendship is recommended to be developed as a precondition in collaborating with China
(Wang & Beasley, 2014).
A study on institutional partnership between staff at two universities in the UK and Pakistan
Buxton and Macaulay (2012) concludes that intellectual partnership around common interests and
building personal friendship and collegiality are the key to sustainability. Pierson, Myck-Wayne,
Stang, and Basinska’s (2015) report on an international partnership between two universities in the
USA and Poland indicates that time spent between international partners leads to building an open
communication and genuine reciprocity that with time becomes a factor in sustaining international
partnership.
One can understand PNU’s goal to become globally visible, but has it done enough to achieve that
goal? According to one of the PNU’s Vice Rectors, “The strategic plan includes PNU’s globalization,
however, aspects of globalization are not clear yet” (Almansour & Kempner, 2015, p. 525). Perhaps
PNU’s International Cooperation Department is not fully developed to assume its role in assisting the
academic departments to make initial contact with international institutions and to provide support
until they achieve their objectives. As a result of so many failed attempts to connect with foreign
institutions, PNU is making more program partnerships with the institutions that have already
agreed to become partners. This strategy supports the idea of building relationships that lead to
trust, which has been suggested by previous research (De Wit, 2015; Egron-Polak, 2015; Kraus &
Sultana, 2008; Marginson, 2015; Rosas & Camarinha-Matos, 2009; Wang & Beasley, 2014).

4.2. Language barrier
The results agree with the findings of the 4th Global Survey of IAU (2014) that the language barrier
is the most significant obstacle in addition to limited public funding. The results also agree with other
researchers who have identified language as a barrier to collaboration and partnerships (Almansour
& Kempner, 2015; Feely & Harzing, 2003; Tenzer et al., 2014). PNU’s desire to go global requires a
global tongue, and this tongue is the English language. Altbach remarks that English is the global
language of science and scholarship and is likely to continue dominant for the foreseeable future
(Altbach & Salmi, 2011). “The results of globalization include the integration of research, the use of
English as the lingua franca for scientific communication” (Altbach & Knight, 2007, p. 291). Although
PNU offers its faculty free courses to learn and improve their English language proficiency, it is risky
to expect them to initiate and engage in international partnerships on their own. Even using the
English language as a medium of communication between potential collaborators with different
cultures can be a hazard, as Kraus and Sultana (2008) report. The participants who were assigned to
establish a connection could have easily damaged their relationship with the potential foreign partner before negations began. Even with the assistance of translators, language barriers exist, and
complex problems can arise (Farquhar & Fitzsimons, 2011).

4.3. PNU faculty resistance to international partnerships
Apparently, some PNU faculty are threatened by foreign institutions’ presence at their university.
The faculty’s fear and feelings of inadequacy create an attitude that feeds resistance to changes in
the status quo (Wolcott, 2003). The faculty resist change when they are out of their comfort zone
(Ahmed, 2013). Other faculty consider themselves qualified to develop and run quality undergraduate and graduate academic programs. They also know that international partnerships cannot exist
without a majority vote of department members. What they choose not to acknowledge and what
they resist is the new vision of the university to go global. However, faculty resistance at PNU should
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be expected. Faculty resistance to change has been the research subject of many scholars’ research
(Adria & Rose, 2004; Ahmed, 2013; Almansour & Kempner, 2015; Boice, 1990; McBride, 2010; Tagg,
2012; Terpstra & Olson, 1984). Stewart (2015) observes that effective partnership requires building
an institutional culture that supports international collaboration. Perhaps PNU should have developed a mechanism to manage potential faculty resistance and to encourage faculty to participate
in implementing the new vision of the university before introducing international collaboration, as
Randall’s case study (2012) suggested.

4.4. Cross-cultural issues
When the commonality between partners is reduced, collaboration becomes increasingly demanding, and when major cultural or language differences are apparent, this is an indication to renegotiate understanding (Brew et al., 2013). PNU’s requirement for female staff to run and operate dual
academic programs is undoubtedly a challenging issue for foreign institutions and is likely against
the law for some foreign institutions that may perceive this matter as gender discrimination. It’s
important to note that gender segregation in Saudi Arabia is a cultural issue related to Sharia Law.
The Saudi governing system is based on Sharia Law. This reality, in turn, has a serious impact on the
partnership’s progression that PNU is trying to achieve. PNU’s approach of allowing 30% of a program’s courses to be taught online may have saved several partnerships from failing. Another alternative to address the female faculty shortage is for PNU to contact women’s higher educational
institutions. There are many women’s colleges with good standing in the USA, UK, and Australia.
Cross-cultural issues are expected to arise when potential partners have different cultural backgrounds, as reported in research by Wang and Beasley (2014), MacKenzie and Meyers (2012), and
Kraus and Sultana (2008). The findings in case studies by Cooper and Mitsunaga (2010) demonstrate
that remaining flexible is central to the success of international collaborations. Mutual respect and
reciprocity are also extremely important between the collaborating partners. Stewart (2015) also
emphasizes that respecting social and academic cultures is a key principle to effective international
collaboration. Stereotyping ideas of partners’ cultures should be addressed in an open and transparent setting. In this regard, Kraus and Sultana (2008) noted that questioning stereotyped perceptions
and unpacking the content of culturally bound categories require a degree of trust in the group and
a sense of belonging, which both take time to be established. The concerns of foreign female staff
regarding living in Saudi Arabia have been received with understanding and addressed by the PNU’s
Deanship of Preparatory Year since its establishment in 2009. This office was the first to initiate an
international collaboration with a foreign institution. It provides female foreign staff with a comprehensive orientation package on living in Saud Arabia. Individuals who make contact and are involved
in negotiations should have this useful information available to provide to foreign institutions. Again,
PNU’s leadership can decrease cross-cultural issues through a more effective management process.
Developing roles and responsibilities for university leaders is one of the principles of international
collaborations (Stewart, 2015).

4.5. Partnership agreement
Although issues related to academic programs’ governing law and finance are part of the collaboration agreement, they are not the faculty’s responsibility to resolve. However, the faculty are deeply
affected by the agreement’s outcome. If an agreement is not reached between the two academic
entities, the faculty’s work and time have been wasted. The research suggests that a cross-border
academic agreement is the product of a good negotiation that is preceded by preparation, building
relationships, and building an academic culture that supports international collaboration and understands its challenges. MOUs are drawn when successful contact is established, communication obstacles are overcome, sincere support of collaboration is agreed to on both sides, acceptance and
respect of cultural diversity is reached, and a continuous effort to renegotiate any misunderstandings is established. According to Hardy et al. (2005, p. 59), adopting a discursive approach provides
many significant benefits to effective collaboration: “[I]t directs attention to the communicative
practices among participants, which are critical to effective collaboration,” “highlights the processual and temporal aspects of collaboration, thus allowing us to view collaboration as a social accomplishment that occurs in an iterative fashion over time,” and “facilitates the development of
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theory and research that attend to the multiple levels on which collaboration occurs; collaboration
involves individual participants working in collaborative teams while representing the interests of
organizational stakeholders.”
Finally, this discussion turns to the comparative analysis between PNU’s challenges and other
similar women universities in the Muslim world. Fatima Jinnah Women University (FJWU) in
Rawalpindi, Pakistan had obtained funding from the British Council’s INSPIRE program and approached the Division of Peace Studies at the University of Bradford, UK to partner for the British
council funding in establishing an academic collaboration. In a comparative analysis between PNU’s
and FJWU’s experiences in international collaboration, FJWU confronted challenges related to budgeting staff time on both sides, funding for travel, team leader change, visa issues, travel issues, time
zone and teaching schedule, security issues, schedules slip and change, and target audience change
(Buxton & Macaulay, 2012). Even though PNU did not confront most of these challenges, yet, few are
expected to arise during academic collaboration progresses from negotiation stages to physical application. Although funding is not considered as a challenge for PNU, visa issues, time zone, teaching
schedule, and changing team leader may pose as obstacles for PNU’s foreign partners. In contrast
with PNU, FJWU didn’t have problems in communicating effectively to initiate academic collaboration nor did it have language issues, female faculty demand, and conflict in governing law. In a
comparison between PNU and the Asian Woman’s Leadership University (AWLU) with Smith College
of Massachusetts, USA serving as chief academic planning partner, both universities are challenged
by issues related to governing law. PNU’s regulations are in conflict with regulations of its collaborating partners, and AWLU’s licensing request is rejected by the Malaysian Government (Updates from
the AWLU board, n.d.).

5. Conclusion
PNU must tell its story to the world’s academic community (Stewart, 2015). Participation in international conferences, collaborative research, and exchanged visitations with international institutions
should help PNU achieve global exposure. An institution with this size, resources, and willingness to
go global can hardly be ignored.
The significant effort by PNU’s leadership to transform the university to a global level is an enormous
responsibility for such a young and conservative institution. This process requires effective leadership
and good organization and, perhaps, foreign advisors with expertise in international collaboration. As
the largest university in the world for women with the potential to attract female students from all over
the world, especially the Muslim world, it has to confront and deal with the double jeopardy issue such
as gender and culture that are hampering its efforts to go global. PNU has a significant responsibility to
build and define its new character. “PNU’s future as a global institution depends on its ability to maintain a delicate balance among the educational, economic, social, and cultural needs of women in the
face of changing cultural mores” (Almansour & Kempner, 2015, p. 530).
The importance of this study and implications extend beyond PNU and universities in the Arab
world. Other developing and non-English universities can draw upon the findings from this case of
PNU. In particular, PNU’s experience demonstrates the need for increased use and facility with
English for faculty and recognition of the cultural resistance to international collaboration. Because
universities alone cannot change global academic culture, PNU has found ways to adapt to these
expectations. PNU’s experience offers other universities methods to create beneficial international
partnerships that can be integrated within the existing national culture. To facilitate these international partnerships, the following areas of research are worthy of further investigation:
(1) Conflict between state laws and cross-cultural issues in international program collaboration;
(2) Challenges that foreign institutions confront across borders in international collaboration;
(3) English language issues of students’ admission to dual foreign academic programs; and
(4) The impact of globalizing education on students’ culture and identity.
Page 11 of 13

Almansour, Cogent Education (2015), 2: 1118201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1118201

Funding
The author received no direct funding for this research.
Author details
Sana Almansour1
E-mails: sana_m6@hotmail.com, saalmansour@pnu.edu.sa
1
Department of Administration & Educational Planning,
College of Education, Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman
University, PO Box 285357, Riyadh 11323, Saudi Arabia.
Citation information
Cite this article as: The challenges of international
collaboration: Perspectives from Princess Nourah Bint
Abdulrahman University, Sana Almansour, Cogent
Education (2015), 2: 1118201.
References
Adria, M., & Rose, T. (2004). Technology, preprocessing, and
resistance—A comparative case study of intensive
classroom teaching. Journal of Education for Business, 80,
53–60.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3200/JOEB.80.1.53-60
Ahmed, S. (2013). Tailoring online faculty development
programmes: Overcoming faculty resistance. Medical
Education, 47, 535. doi:10.1111/medu.12192
Almansour, S., & Kempner, K. (2015). Princess Nourah Bint
Abudulrhman University’s challenge: Transition from a
local to a global institution. Higher Education, 70, 519–
533. doi:10.1007/10734-014-9853-7
Altbach, P. (2005). Globalization and the university: Myths
and realities in an unequal world. In National Education
Association (Ed.), The NEA 2005 almanac of higher
education (pp. 63–74). Washington, DC: National
Education Association.
Altbach, P. G., & Knight, J. (2007). The internationalization
of higher education: Motivations and realities. Journal
of Studies in International Education, 11, 290–305.
doi:10.1177/1028315307303542
Altbach, P., & Salmi, J. (Eds.). (2011). The road to academic
excellence. Washington, DC: The World Bank.
doi:10.1596/978-0-8213-8805-1
Bloor, M., Frankland, J., Thomas, M., & Robson, K. (2001). Focus
group in social research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Boice, R. (1990). Faculty resistance to writing-intensive
courses. Teaching of Psychology, 17, 13–17.
doi:10.1207/s15328023top1701_3
Brew, A., Boud, D., Lucas, L., & Crawford, K. (2013). Reflexive
deliberation in international research collaboration:
Minimising risk and maximising opportunity. Higher
Education, 66, 93–104. doi:10.1007/s10734-012-9592-6
Budget. (n.d.). A glimpse at the budget. Ministry of Education.
Retrieved from http://he.moe.gov.sa/ar/Pages/Budget.
aspx
Buxton, J., & Macaulay, F. (2012, December). Practitioners’
perspectives. Journal of Peace, Conflict & Development,
19. ISSN1742-0601. Retrieved from http://www.bradford.
ac.uk/ssis/peace-conflict-and-development/issue-19/Iss19-Art-F-Practitioners.pdf
Cooper, J., & Mitsunaga, R. (2010). Faculty perspectives on
international education: The nested realities of faculty
collaborations. New Directions for Higher Education, 2010,
69–81. doi:10.1002/he.391
De Wit, H. (2015, April 15–18). Evolution of internationalization
in the context globalization. Paper presented at the
International Exhibition & Conference on Higher
Education, Riyadh.
Egron-Polak, E. (2015, April 15–18). Internationalization
of higher education: Conversions or diversions across
regions? Paper Presented at the International Exhibition &
Conference on Higher Education, Riyadh.
Egron-Polak, E., & Hudsun, R. (2014). Internationalization of

higher education: Growing expectations, fundamental
values, IAU 4th global survey (executive summary)
International association of universities. Paris: United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.
Elsemary, H., Alkhaja, M., & Hamidou, K. (2012). The
interaction between education and globalization: A
comparative case study of four GCC countries. Crosscultural Communications, 8, 58–69. doi:10.3968/j.
ccc.1923670020120804.2019
Farquhar, S., & Fitzsimons, P. (2011). Lost in translation: The
power of language. Educational Philosophy & Theory, 43,
652–662. doi:10.1111/j.1469-5812.2009.00608.x
Fatany, S. (2007). Saudi women towards a new era. Riyadh:
Ghainaa.
Feely, A. J., & Harzing, A. (2003). Language management
in multinational companies. Cross Cultural
Management: An International Journal, 10, 37–52.
doi:10.1108/13527600310797586
Gray, B. (1989). Collaborating: Finding common ground for
multiparty problems. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Hardy, C., Lawrence, T. B., & Grant, D. (2005). Discourse and
collaboration: The role of conversations and collective
identity. Academy of Management Review, 30, 58–77.
doi:10.5465/AMR.2005.15281426
Higher Education Statistics Center. (n.d.). Faculty with
doctorates statistics in institutions in the school year
2013–2014. Ministry of Higher Education. Retrieved from
http://he.moe.gov.sa/ar/Ministry/Deputy-Ministry-forPlanning-and-Information-affairs/HESC/Ehsaat/Pages/
default.aspx
IECHE. (2015, April). Ministry of Education. In 6th International
Exhibition and Conference on Higher Education.
Riyadh. Retrieved from http://www.ieche.com.sa/
documents/2015_IECHE_Brochure_EN.pdf
Introduction to the University. (n.d.). PNU at a glance. Princess
Nourah Bint Abdulrahman University. Retrieved from
http://pnu.edu.sa/en/University/Pages/Intro.aspx
Khan, G. (2011). World’s largest university for women opened.
Arab News. Retrieved from http://www.arabnews.com/
node/377578
Knobel, M., Patricia Simões, T., & Henrique de Brito Cruz, C.
(2013). International collaborations between research
universities: Experiences and best practices. Studies in
Higher Education, 38, 405–424. doi:10.1080/03075079.2
013.773793
Kraus, K., & Sultana, R. G. (2008). Problematising ‘cross-culture’
collaboration: Critical incidents in higher education
settings. Mediterranean Journal of Educational Studies,
13, 59–83.
Krueger, R., & Casey, A. (2009). Focus groups: Practical guide for
applied research (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Levina, N. (2005). Collaborating on multiparty information
systems development projects: A collective reflection-inaction view. Information Systems Research, 16, 109–130.
doi:10.1287/isre.1050.0055
MacKenzie, J., & Meyers, R. A. (2012). International
collaboration in SoTL: Current status and future direction.
International Journal for the Scholarship of Teaching &
Learning, 6(1), 1–8.
Marginson, S. (2004). Going global: Governance implications of
cross-border traffic in higher education. In W. G. Tierney
(Ed.), Competing conceptions of academic governance:
Negotiating the perfect storm (pp. 1–32). Baltimore, MD:
John Hopkins University Press.
Marginson, S. (2015, April 15–18). The dynamics of emerging
higher education systems in Eurasia, Paper Presented
at the International Exhibition & Conference on Higher
Education, Riyadh.
McBride, K. (2010). Leadership in higher education: Handling
faculty resistance to technology through strategic
planning. Academic Leadership, 8, 39 p. ISSN: 15337812.

Page 12 of 13

Almansour, Cogent Education (2015), 2: 1118201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1118201

Merriam, S. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and
implementation. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Ministry of Economy and Planning. (n.d.). The eighth
development plan 2005–2009. Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
Retrieved August 30, 2015, from http://www.mep.gov.sa/
themes/GoldenCarpet/index.jsp#1386784234056
Pierson, M. R., Myck-Wayne, J., Stang, K. K., & Basinska, A.
(2015). Sustaining an international partnership: An
evolving collaboration. Journal of International Special
Needs Education, 18, 12–17.
http://dx.doi.org/10.9782/2159-4341-18.1.12
PNU Deanship of Preparatory Year. (n.d.). Princess Nourah Bint
Abdulrahman University. Retrieved from http://www.pnu.
edu.sa/en/deanships/preparatoryyear/pages/default.aspx
PNU Deanships and Colleges. (n.d.). Princess Nourah Bint
Abdulrahman University. Retrieved June 10, 2015, from
http://www.pnu.edu.sa/ar/Pages/Home.aspx
PNU Project. (n.d.). Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman
University. Retrieved from http://www.pnuproject.com/
Princess Nourah Bint Abudulrhman University Information
Booklet. (2013). (pp. 1–6). Riyadh: PNU Publication.
Randall, L. M. (2012). Transforming a university: A study of
process leadership. Academy of Educational Leadership
Journal, 16(2), 1–20.
Rosas, J., & Camarinha-Matos, L. M. (2009). An approach to
assess collaboration readiness. International Journal of
Production Research, 47, 4711–4735. doi:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00207540902847298
Saudi Press Agency. (2009). Princess Nourah University have a
new strategy for graduate programs. Retrieved from http://
www.spa.gov.sa/Search.php?pg=1&s=%2Fةعماج+ريمالا
ة+ةرون+عضت+ةيجيتارتسا+ةديدج+تاساردلل+ايلعلا
&s2=&by1=n

Simonin, B. L. (1997). The importance of collaborative knowhow: An empirical test of the learning organization.
Academy of Management Journal, 40, 1150–1174.
doi:10.2307/256930
Stewart, D. (2015, February). The best practices of international
collaboration between universities. Presented at A Series
of Lectures, Hosted by Vice Rectorate for Development
and Quality, Princess Nourah University, Riyadh.
Tagg, J. (2012). Why does the faculty resist change? Change:
The Magazine of Higher Learning, 44, 6–15. doi:10.1080/00
091383.2012.635987
Tenzer, H., Pudelko, M., & Harzing, A. (2014). The impact of
language barriers on trust formation in multinational
teams. Journal of International Business Studies, 45,
508–535. doi:10.1057/jibs.2013.64
Terpstra, D. E., & Olson, P. D. (1984). Sources of resistance to
management-by-objectives among university faculty.
Education, 104, 435–443.
Updates from the AWLU board. (n.d.). Asian Women’s
Leadership University. Retrieved from http://awluproject.
org
Vision and Mission. (n.d.). Princess Nourah Bint Abdulrahman
University. Retrieved from http://www.pnu.edu.sa/en/
Departments/International/Pages/Intro/Vision.aspx
Wang, L. C., & Beasley, W. A. (2014). International collaboration
in higher education between the United States and China:
Differences in cultural perspectives. International Journal
of Continuing Education & Lifelong Learning, 7, 47–57.
Wolcott, L. (2003). Dynamics of faculty participation in
distance education: Motivations, incentives, and rewards.
In M. Moore & W. Anderson (Eds.), Hand- book of distance
education (pp. 549–565). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

© 2015 The Author(s). This open access article is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC-BY) 4.0 license.
You are free to:
Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format
Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially.
The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.
Under the following terms:
Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made.
You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.
No additional restrictions
You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Cogent Education (ISSN: 2331-186X) is published by Cogent OA, part of Taylor & Francis Group.
Publishing with Cogent OA ensures:
•

Immediate, universal access to your article on publication

•

High visibility and discoverability via the Cogent OA website as well as Taylor & Francis Online

•

Download and citation statistics for your article

•

Rapid online publication

•

Input from, and dialog with, expert editors and editorial boards

•

Retention of full copyright of your article

•

Guaranteed legacy preservation of your article

•

Discounts and waivers for authors in developing regions

Submit your manuscript to a Cogent OA journal at www.CogentOA.com

Page 13 of 13

