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CIHE Perspectives

This series of studies focuses on aspects of 
research and analysis undertaken at the Boston 
College Center for International Higher Education. 

The Center brings an international consciousness 
to the analysis of higher education. We believe that 
an international perspective will contribute to 
enlightened policy and practice. To serve this  
goal, the Center produces International Higher 
Education (a quarterly publication), books, and 
other publications; sponsors conferences; and 
welcomes visiting scholars. We have a special 
concern for academic institutions in the Jesuit 
tradition worldwide and, more broadly, with 
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I nforming institutional decisions based on ideas 
from external perspectives is not new in tertiary ed-

ucation. In fact, since the creation of the University of 
Paris in the Twelfth Century, the Universitas magistro-
rum et scholarium Parisiensis, the community of schol-
ars and students looked for expert external advice. In 
later years, due to concerns about the risk of losing 
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This research focuses on mapping the landscape 
of international advisory councils (IACs), a 

growing phenomenon at tertiary education institu-
tions around the world. The IAC trend is situated at 
the intersection of internationalization, the launch 
of excellence initiatives, and the increasing involve-
ment of external actors at the governance level of 
tertiary education institutions (TEIs). Importantly, 
the emergence of IACs exempli�es the increased 
diffusion of internationalization at the governance 
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The idea of establishing an international adviso-
ry group at tertiary education institutions has 

become increasingly popular, either due to the inter-
est of institutions to legitimatize their work with ad-
equate international perspectives or in connection 
with their participation in government-funded spe-
cial incentive programs. In some cases, the launch 
of national excellence initiatives aimed at support-
ing the improvement of a selective number of TEIs 
such as the ones in China, France, Germany, the 
Russian Federation, Spain, and South Korea, to 
mention only a few, has often been associated with 
the creation of such advisory boards at the institu-
tional level. Indeed, some countries have mandated 

Russian Federation, Spa of 
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Conceptual Clarification

We de�ne an international advisory council 
simply as an advisory body formed primarily or 

exclusively by international members, external to the in-
stitution, serving the upper levels of the administration 
and governance of a tertiary education institution.

However, the label international advisory coun-
cil can be interpreted to refer to two other distinct 
types of organizations than the one at the center of 
this paper. In the North American context, interna-
tional advisory councils often refer to internal bodies 
at the level of a TEI, formed by internal faculty and 
administrative members, focused on addressing in-
ternationalization issues at the institutional level 
and using an institutional perspective. This type of 
organization bears the label international because of 
the focus of its activities. In other circles, interna-
tional advisory councils are perceived as advisory 
bodies to international organizations such as the 
OECD. Here, the label international derives from 
the international nature of the organization that the 
advisory body serves. In contrast, the international 

advisory council discussed in the context of this pa-
per is not always or exclusively focused on interna-
tional issues, and never serves international 
organizations. In contrast, it always includes inter-
national members and serves a speci�c tertiary edu-
cation institution. IACs do not always, but often 
have a broader thematic purpose beyond interna-
tionalization strategies, and include decisions about 
research strategy, regional development, resource 
allocation and institutional branding.

IACs do not have decision-
making powers but are 
voluntary bodies created with 
the primary purpose of aiding 
the governance structures of 
universities.

international advisory bodies to various traditional 
governing structures such as governments, minis-
tries and other decision-making agencies and through 
supranational structures and initiatives. At the insti-
tutional level, the internationalization of governance 
occurs foremost through the creation of IACs. IACs 
do not have decision-making powers but are volun-
tary bodies created with the primary purpose of aiding 
the governance structures of universities. 

In addition with the creation of IACs, the inter-
nationalization of governance at an institutional lev-
el manifests itself also through appointing 
international members to serve on traditional gov-
erning structures such as university senates and 
boards of trustees, or act as university presidents. 
Few interviewees discussed their appointments as 
international members on such governing bodies 
with decision-making responsibilities.
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IACs and Their Members

Pro�les of IAC Members

According to our interviewees, IAC members be-
long to one of the following categories, in the order 
of frequency (1) current or former high level admin-
istrators of universities (usually presidents, 
vice-chancellors or rectors), (2) higher education re-
searchers, (3) researches that specialize in the cur-
rent or aspiring area of expertise of the host 
institution, (4) researchers that specialize their study 
on the country where the IAC is located, (5) individ-
uals with a policy background, and (6) industry rep-
resentatives. A few other categories of members, 
such as secondary education experts, can be found 
serving on IACs, according to our interviewees. 
IACs often make strategic decisions regarding the 
membership composition—this will be discussed 
later in the paper. The IAC landscape seems to be 
heavily dominated by males, from Western coun-
tries, largely from the United States, and in general 
af�liated to prestigious institutions. 

Terms of Appointment

Fixed and open term appointments are both preva-
lent among IACs. On �xed-term appointments, one 
interviewee critically mentioned 

No, there are not �xed appointments (...) and from 
the university’s point of view, they should specify the 
time. They can renew you, because they do not have a 
way of getting rid of, a little bit of embarrassment, of 
people that do not come, or are useless (Interviewee 1, 
Member of IAC). 

Another interviewee described “I think there 
are both (�xed and open terms). There are institu-
tions that have been more clever in establishing 
terms, which in my opinion is the best idea” (Inter-
viewee 19, Member of IAC). On �xed terms among 
IACs, one interviewee recounted

(Name of institution) set guidelines with the terms of 
reference, with how many years and renewal referenc-
es. The (name of institution) is just starting up and I 
was invited in the inaugural meeting, where one of the 
tasks I had to accomplish was to look at what would be 

the terms of references including the term of appoint-
ment (Interviewee 12, Member of IAC).

Changes in senior leadership in the universities 
hosting the IAC seem to affect the composition of 
the IAC and determine changes in membership 
composition. “No, there were no �xed terms, but I 
remember that in all cases the leadership changed 
over time and members left or were dropped off, 
and then some people were added. And it seems that 
I was one of the people that stayed on all of the time” 
(Interviewee 7, Member of IAC) one interviewee 
stated.

How are Members of IACs Recruited?

Most IAC members are known by or had prior con-
tact with the host institution before joining the IAC. 
One interviewee said “I received an honorary degree 
from (name of institution), gave a talk there, and 
subsequently I was invited by the dean of the faculty 
of sciences” (Interviewee 3, Member of IAC), while 
another member stated “well, in both cases I knew 
people there and I was asked by people that were 
personal friends” (Interviewee 8, Member of IAC). 
The selection mechanisms of members based on 
prior contact with the institution or through social 
networks is con�rmed by multiple other 
interviewees:

...many times is because you know people who are sort 
of engaged in the activity or because they invite you to 
something that is intriguing and interesting, or be-

The IAC landscape seems to 
be heavily dominated by males, 
from Western countries, largely 
from the United States, and in 
general affiliated to prestigious 
institutions. 
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level of a different institution, nonetheless, several 
changes in membership were made. The volatility of 
IACs in relation to the governance composition of the 
institutions can partially be explained by the personal 
relationships that drive the appointment of IAC 
members, and the need for new leadership structures 
to build trust with the IAC structures they will inti-
mately work with.

 Again, we have not sought in this section to 
quantify levels of effectiveness. Our general impres-
sion is that the levels of effectiveness overall is 
mixed, with few IACs identi�ed as highly effective 
by our interviewees.

Typology of IACs

The data gathered through the interviews allow us 
to create a simple typology of IACs (Table 2). We 

have identi�ed three broad types of IACs, based on 
the main purposes universities identify for their IAC, 
and the ways in which universities make use of these 
bodies: (i) transformative, (ii) prestige-oriented, and 
(iii) symbolic. In the �rst case, the universities actual-
ly use the advice provided by IACs. In the second 
case, the universities are mainly interested in the 
prestige associated with the pro�le, experience and 
visibility of IAC members.  In the last case, the uni-
versities go through the motion of establishing and 
running an IAC but do not take much or any advan-
tage from its presence.

The very existence of the IAC may change suddenly 
as a result of changes in leadership. One interviewee 
recalled the experience with an IAC that dissolved be-
fore our interview took place. The decision making 
process that determined the closure of the IACs was 
not transparent, but the interviewee suggested that a 
change in leadership at the institutional level trig-
gered the closure. In another case, one IAC paused its 
activity temporarily also as a result of changes at the 
leadership level, but a university representative indi-
cated that it will resume its operation soon, with a dif-
ferent composition. At the other end of the spectrum, 
another IACs survived after changes at the leadership 

A transformative IAC is focused on institutional 
improvement, and the universities are interested in 
ensuring that the councils are organized to provide 
targeted advice. The selection of members to join 
transformative IACs focuses on the needs of the insti-
tution and its broad strategic goals. Members are of-
ten experts in areas of the institution’s interest, and 
come from peer universities. In order to increase ef-
fectiveness, members tend to serve for a �xed period 
of time, with possibilities for renewal. Examples of 
how the activity of the IAC and the advice provided 
was incorporated at the level of the institution were 
frequently given by our interviewees for transforma-
tive IACs. A transformative IAC can evolve to meet 

Transformative Prestige-Oriented Symbolic

Leading rationale ����������� ���������� ���������������

Terms of office ��
�	 ���� ����

Composition of 
members �
��������������������� ����������������������������

������������ �����	���������������������

Overall effectiveness ���������� ��
�	 ��������•

TABLE 2 Typology of IACs
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prestigious individuals and leverage the expertise of 
professors and leaders of prestigious institutions to 
enhance the reputation of the host university. While 
a transformational IAC focuses on a breath of as-
pects relevant to the institution, prestige-oriented 
IACs have a one-dimensional focus of facilitating 
prestige acquisition, often as de�ned by institutional 
rankings. Members of a prestige-oriented IAC tend 
to originate from highly prestigious institutions 
abroad, and bene�t from open terms. The host insti-
tutions are more likely to offer an honorarium for 
member involvement. While the effectiveness of 
prestige oriented IACs may be high, the evidence 
throughout the data suggests a mixed level of 
effectiveness.

Lastly, symbolic IACs often bring little contribu-
tion to the governance or the improvement of the 
institution. In our research, three cases of symbolic 
IACs were identi�ed. In one case, the members of 
the IAC never met physically or virtually, and the 
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make people available, if you want to see someone, 
they have that person. And there is a plenary session 
that goes a whole day as I recall, and there are 40-50 
people there, and that is good (Interviewee 6, Member 
of IAC).

At the same time, institutions cannot expect IAC 
members to be intimately familiar with the institu-
tion. This requires designing systems to both leverage 
general knowledge that members possess, and process-
es that facilitate learning about the host institution. One 
institution organized a preparatory day for IAC mem-
bers that enabled them to study documents relevant 
to the institution and have any questions answered. 
Another institution organized tours for IAC mem-
bers in which they could discuss with representatives 
of various units and internal stakeholders. Generally, 
institutions send IAC members relevant documents 
in advance. According to IAC members, these docu-
ments should not be lengthy.

An additional set of aspects to consider in creat-
ing an IAC connects to the size of the council, planning 
for the meeting, the design of the agenda, and the terms of 
of�ce. In order to promote effectiveness, most inter-
viewees suggested that IACs should not exceed 12 
members. 

In few cases, members were not able to attend 
IAC meetings due to late planning by the host institu-
tion, or other scheduling problems. In order to facili-
tate attendance, IAC meetings should be planned far 
ahead of time. At the same time, lengthy agendas were 
seen as less effective by IAC members. It is preferable 
to have relatively few agenda items that prioritize the 
strategic needs of the institution. Creating �xed terms 
of of�ce for IAC members may also ensure effective-
ness of IACs.

All but one university representatives who were inter-
viewed did not view the cost of establishing and hosting an 
IAC as high. One interviewee stated “we have a very 
small budget which is only con�ned to bringing 
members of the IAC to (name of city where the uni-
versity is located), their travel cost and a small hono-
rarium, and the cost for conducting the event, some 
translation, some food” (Interviewee 4, Representa-
tive of TEI). However, �nancial costs do exist, as high-
lighted by one university representative who stated 
that “without question” (Interviewee 26, Representa-

we want that and why an advisory board. My experi-
ence is that they have a fake idea and a fake descrip-
tion, and they should elaborate what they want from 
the advisory board. And based on these two questions, 
what they want the composition of the IAC to be (In-
terviewee 10, Member of IAC).

Many interviewees strongly advocated for a more 
diverse membership on IACs. A diverse composition 
includes variation across gender, geographic origin, 
�eld of expertise, institution of origin, and stakehold-
er representation. One interviewee stated:

...second, have a balanced IAC, so that you don’t have 
just people from Harvard and Stanford, I do not think 
that is useful. You want to have a range, you want to 
have a good gender balance, you want to have a mix of 
rectors, academics, one or two policy makers (Inter-
viewee 2, Member of IAC).

In discussing the membership of IACs, few IAC 
members suggested that members with expertize in 
advising should be preferred “�rst of all, getting the 
most experienced people who are truly prepared to 
participate in the activities of the board” (Interviewee 
2, Member of IAC). Other interviewees deemed 
knowledge about the local context to be relevant in the 
process of selecting members “I would suggest they 
choose people that know a little bit about their sys-
tem, not necessarily the institution, but the system it 
operates in” (Interviewee 20, Member of IAC). Given 
the importance of interpersonal relations between 
members on IACs, institutions should consider the col-
lective group that the individual members form, and 
not just each individual appointment.

Institutions hosting IACs should promote trans-
parency and frankness with their IAC members. In the 
words of one interviewee, IAC gatherings should not 
become “propaganda meetings” (Interviewee 2, 
Member of IAC). One of the tools institutions can 
employ in being transparent and open is to involve 
members of the institution, especially the senior manage-
ment, in the meetings of the IAC. One interviewee de-
scribed the following practice at one IAC:

... the other thing that has worked rather well at (name 
of IAC) is that they involve a lot of people. We prepped 
them to bring more people. We would like to see more 
students involved. Now, I have my private access to the 
(name of institution) students, but some committee 
members have not met students. Generally they do 
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there is no reason why other types of tertiary educa
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Interview questions for TERTIARY EDUCATION 
INSTITUTIONS hosting international advisory 
councils (IACs)

Section 1: IAC history
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 Section 3: Motivations and relevance

3.1. What motivated you to join various IACs?

3.2. In your opinion, what is the motivation of tertia-
ry education institutions to create IACs?

3.3. In your opinion, what is the main purpose of 
IACs?

 If needed: Are IACs, in your experience, 
meeting their purpose?

3.4. What advice would you have for tertiary educa-
tion institutions when they establish a IAC?

Section 4: Final remarks and referrals
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