
The Global Johns Hopkins

From innovative medical and nursing training at Peking Union Medical College in the early 1900s, 
to sketching out a school for international leaders in Washington in 1943, to founding a campus in 
the heart of Europe just 10 years after the end of World War II and building one of the first outposts 
of a Western university in China less than a decade after the end of the Cultural Revolution, Johns 
Hopkins University has been an early and adventurous global pioneer. 

More recently, the university has helped create a music conservatory in Singapore and forged an 
important partnership with that country’s National University, while engaging in research projects 
on every continent and in nearly 100 nations. Our students and faculty are drawn from scores of 
countries, and Johns Hopkins alumni live and work across the globe. Our diverse and divergent 
international presence includes medical facilities around the world, training programs from Brazil to 
Bangladesh, campuses in Asia and Europe, and Johns Hopkins-affiliated leaders in government, non-
government organizations and businesses in virtually every global capital.1 

Today’s Global Marketplace: Opportunities and Challenges

Higher education is viewed today by most nations as an indispensable strategic tool for shaping, 
directing and promoting economic growth.  It would therefore seem that higher education is a 
market ripe for globalization and that U.S. institutions of higher learning — and, in particular, Johns 
Hopkins University — are predestined to take on the world in the way that Boeing, IBM, Intel, and 
Microsoft have done within their respective industries. Notes Newsweek magazine:

	 American	colleges	are	extending	their	range	by	establishing	branch	campuses	abroad,		
	 like	Carnegie	Mellon	in	Qatar	and	the	University	of	Nevada	in	Singapore.	At	last		
	 count,	38	American	schools	had	65	branches	in	34	countries,	all	mandated	to	grant		
	 the	home	institution’s	degree.2	

The evolution of the global higher-education market, and America’s predominant role in the field, 
is of great and increasing consequence both in the United States and abroad.  But the road ahead 
is challenging. There is increased competition for funding and resources, for the best students and 
faculty, and for ‘ownership’ of certain fields or disciplines seen likely to fuel technological or economic 
transformation. Increasingly, countries are less interested in sending their best and brightest to the 
United States for advanced education (in part because once educated they have often remained 
here). Instead, they are investing heavily in creating their own higher educational infrastructure to 
meet or exceed our own. China, India and even Canada have made ambitious plans to improve their 
universities. In Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of Higher Education has opened more than 100 new 
universities and colleges, tripled its education budget to $15 billion, and founded the King Abdullah 
University of Science and Technology with a $10 billion endowment, making it immediately the 
sixth-richest university in the world. How must we adapt to this changing environment?

1 Please visit www.jhu.edu/aroundtheworld to learn more about Johns Hopkins’ extensive international activities.
2 Newsweek ‘The Trouble with Going Global’ by Andrew Hacker and Claudia Dreifus, September 13, 2010.



Franchise vs. Residence Here

In the 21st century, expertise has become a global commodity. Increasingly, faculty see their peers not 
as the woman or man in the office down the hall, but a colleague at another institution six time zones 
away. Assembling the teams of the interdisciplinary experts and research specialists needed to grapple 
with global challenges ranging from pandemic disease to planetary warming, international banking to 
genomic medicine more and more often means relying on jet planes and communications technology. 
In this context expertise is fluid, ever-changing according to need, and no longer tied to a specific 
institution or place.  The opportunity then exists for new universities—if sufficiently funded—to 
quickly become global players.

 One model that has arisen in recent years in response to this new reality is the ‘franchise’ university, 
where a well-established highly recognized university will create a satellite campus in a foreign 
country—a form of brand extension via comprehensive campuses paid for by the host country. In the 
past dozen years, it has been those countries with especially deep pockets (some of the smaller Persian 
Gulf states), an especially profound commitment to higher education (Singapore), or unusually 
high growth potential (China and India) that have successfully marketed a combination of available 
land, government accreditation, and financial incentives to lure foreign universities to their shores. 
But most of this activity is brand new — especially when considered in light of the thousand-year 
tradition in which higher education is exclusively a local or at most national industry — and it 
remains to be seen whether these ventures will be viable long.

Even in the face of the paradigm-altering opportunities of the Internet, higher education—at least so 
far—has largely remained a ‘residence here’ experience in which the best and brightest young minds 
are expected to travel to an actual campus to engage in learning, studies and research under the direct 
guidance of faculty masters. Periodic pronouncements of the death of bricks-and-mortar university 
campuses have been premature. But noting that something hasn’t happened in no way indicates that 
it won’t happen. Acknowledging this possibility means facing the need to make strategic decisions 
about where and how to invest future resources.

In this regard, Johns Hopkins is in an enviable position of having experience and some degree 
of expertise in both approaches. Our overseas campuses are well-established and venerable by 
comparison with many of the new ventures recently undertaken by our peers. At the same time, 
we pioneered a new model of distance education in our part-time, Internet based Masters of Public 
Health program that includes short residencies on either our East Baltimore Campus or in Barcelona. 
Simultaneously, the Bloomberg School has established an impressive research and educational 
footprint throughout the developing world, where the needs for education, research and service are so 
critical. Our Nursing School is an acknowledged leader in the fast-emerging field of global nursing, 
and to varying degrees each of our other schools has both a breadth and depth of experience in trans-
national research, education and training. 

Despite the enormous breadth and diversity of Johns Hopkins University’s global activities, one 
feature defines them all: they have all evolved organically over time, often in answer to the specific 
research and education needs of an individual faculty member or department. Even the overseas 
campuses, though created through efforts at a higher administrative level, were the result of someone 
seeing an opportunity and taking action. The defining characteristic of Johns Hopkins University’s 
global engagement policy has been the absence of a clearly defined comprehensive policy. Whether 
such a policy is desirable—or even feasible—is a question that confronts the university as a new global 
century unfolds.


