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A Harvard branch in India, prospects and challenges 

• India, after half a century of keeping its higher education doors closed to 

foreigners, is on the cusp of opening itself to the world.  

• The traditional orientation to swadeshi that has characterised much of Indian 

thinking, at least in higher education, is changing.  

• The wide-ranging National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 promises higher 

education reforms in many areas, and internationalisation is prominent among 

them.  

• Among the underlying ideas is to strengthen India’s “soft power” through 

higher education collaboration, bringing new ideas and institutions from 

abroad to stimulate reform and show “best practice”, and in general to ensure 

that Indian higher education, for the first time, is a global player. 

Branch campuses of top foreign universities 

1. Establishing branch campuses of top foreign universities is a good idea as this 

will bring much-needed global experience to India. Globally, branch 

campuses, of which there are around 300 now, provide a mixed picture.  

2. Many are aimed at making money for the sponsoring university — and this is 

not what India wants.  

3. And some have proved to be unstable. A recent example in this regard is the 

ending of the decade-long partnership between Yale University and the 

National University of Singapore in running the Yale-NUS College in 

Singapore. 

4. International branch campuses, if allowed, could function as a structurally 

different variant of India’s private university sector. The establishment of 

foreign university branch campuses would encourage competition mainly 

between existing private universities and foreign branch institutions but would 

have less impact on the public universities.  

5. Branch campuses, if effectively managed, could bring much needed new ideas 

about curriculum, pedagogy, and governance to Indian higher education — 

they could be a kind of educational laboratory. 
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Potential for Branch campuses: 

• On the positive side, 

India is seen around 

the world as an 

important country 

and an emerging 

higher education 

power. It is the 

world’s second-

largest “exporter” of 

students, with 

4,61,792 students 

studying abroad 

(according to the 

UNESCO Institute 

for Statistics). And 

India has the world’s 

second-largest higher 

education system.  

• Foreign countries and 

universities will be 

eager to establish a 

“beachhead” in India 

and are interested in 

providing 

opportunities for 

home campus 

students to learn about Indian business, society, and culture to participate in 

growing trade and other relations. 

Practical challenges 

1. Still, it will not be easy to attract foreign universities to India and even more 

difficult to create the conditions for them to flourish. Many of those top 

universities are already fully engaged overseas and would likely require 

incentives to set up in India.  
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2. Further, there are smaller but highly regarded universities outside the ‘top 500’ 

category (which India is targeting) that might be more interested.  

3. Universities around the world that have academic specialisations focusing on 

India, that already have research or faculty ties in the country, or that have 

Non-Resident Indians (NRI) in senior management positions may be easier to 

attract.  

4. What is most important is to prevent profit-seekers from entering the Indian 

market and to encourage foreign institutions with innovative educational ideas 

and a long-term commitment.  

5. Many host countries have provided significant incentives, including building 

facilities and providing the necessary infrastructure. Foreign universities are 

highly unlikely to invest significant funds upfront. 

6. A big challenge will be India’s “well-known” bureaucracy, especially the 

multiple regulators.  

7. In addition, a recent study underlined the fact that apart from allowing home 

institutions to repatriate surplus funds after tax clearance, a new accreditation 

mechanism, flexible visa rules for foreign students and faculty, and financial 

incentives to offer programmes in priority areas should also be considered. 

Branch campuses would be helpful in addressing skill requirements and 

providing examples of different approaches to higher education. It will be 

worthwhile to look at the experience of other countries for both positive and 

negative lessons. After examining national experiences elsewhere, clear policies 

can be implemented that may be attractive to foreign universities.  

 


