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Challenges and opportunities of IBCs
MALAYSIA has a number of 
international branch campuses 
(IBCs), including five from the 
United Kingdom, three from 
Australia and one from China. An 
IBC is defined as an international 
university that has established a 
full campus in another country.

Its degrees are awarded by the 
home institution with the 
international campus having no 
degree-awarding authority.

This means that the degree 
awarded in the international 
campus is identical to the one 
awarded to those who take the 
degree in the country that 
established the IBC.

It is not a franchise where 
courses are delivered from an 
office by staff who are not 
employed by the university, as 
IBC staff are employed by the 
university.

While the Observatory on 
Borderless Higher Education 
(OBHE), a global think tank, will 
only publish its full report next 
year, it has already released some 
headlines from the report.

It shows that there are 249 IBCs 
around the world. Seventy-three 
per cent (180 institutions) of these 
come from five countries (the 
United States, the United Kingdom, 
Russia, France and Australia).

The top five host countries are 
China, the United Arab Emirates, 
Singapore, Malaysia and Qatar. 

Being an IBC brings 
opportunities and challenges. By 
definition, being an international 
branch campus means you are a 
recognised brand.

Each IBC will have at least one 
redeeming feature as, if not, they 
would not have been invited to set 
up a campus in a foreign land.

The brand provides the 
opportunity to recruit students, 
promote research and play an 
active role in developing higher 
education in Malaysia.

Being an IBC also comes with 
challenges. Arguably, the largest is 
that you have to adhere to two 
quality-assurance frameworks.

To take a UK IBC as an example, 
any course that is offered has to be 
on the books across the global 
institution.

Since there is only one degree-
awarding body, any degree offered 
must also be available across the 
global institution.

For a UK institution, this means 
the degree has to go through  
the university’s own quality 
assurance procedures and, 
ultimately, answer to the UK’s 

Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Education (QAA).

In Malaysia, IBCs also have to 
comply with the Higher Education 
Ministry as well as the Malaysian 
Qualifications Agency (MQA) 
regulations.

In the UK, institutions are 
audited by the QAA every five 
years. In Malaysia, they have to 
interact with the Higher Education 
Ministry and MQA more regularly. 

If the IBCs had just one wish, it 
would be that we had the same 
autonomy that we have in our 

home country. Of course, the 
Higher Education Ministry and 
MQA must also have trust in the 
home country’s ability to assure 
the quality of the institution and 
courses offered.

A further challenge that the IBCs 
have, along with other private 
education providers, is that we 
receive no direct funding from  
the government.

This is actually a double-edged 
sword. Given the changes in 
funding over recent years, IBCs  
are not experiencing the same 
challenges as public universities.

However, IBCs have not 
benefited from the previous levels 
of investment that public 
universities, particularly the 
research universities, have enjoyed 
over the last 10 years or so.

There are three entities in higher 
education – public universities, 
private providers and international 
branch campuses.

Act 555 covers both private 
providers and IBCs. We recognise 
that changing an act of parliament 
is not easy but there are 
differences between the two 
providers and, over time, it may be 
beneficial to recognise those 
differences.
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