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Most recently, in September 2023, the American University of Beirut (AUB) 
launched a highly unusual instantiation of the partial campus approach in Pafos, 
Cyprus. AUB Mediterraneo is offering several undergraduate and graduate de-
grees and is slated to grow to about three thousand students. It is the first instance 
of a flagship institution of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region to 
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Dhabi (in 2010), capital of the United Arab Emirates, and Shanghai (in 2012). In 
both cities, the university committed to confer NYU degrees and develop research 
of NYU quality. It is delivering on these commitments by applying NYU admis-
sions standards, having had NYU faculty lead initial recruitment, and complying 
with NYU’s policies, including the NYU Faculty Handbook.

To make a degree-granting venture abroad worth trying, there has to be some-
thing in it for the university’s key constituencies: students and their families, fac-
ulty and their research, alumni and their sense of their alma mater, and govern-
ing stakeholders who care about the university’s ranking, financial health, and 
resource opportunities. Older, private institutions with large per-student endow-
ments have little incentive to take entrepreneurial risks. 

Most public universities do not have this weight of tradition constraining them, 
and the appeal of new resources abroad proved irresistible for some. The challenge 
for public institutions is that their international partnerships often draw impatient 
or antagonistic oversight from state or federal legislatures. Even if public universi-
ties can proceed, they have little leeway to secure a reasonable runway for an exper-
iment to take hold.10

By these considerations, the kinds of institutions most likely to establish inter-
national campuses abroad are younger, private, and less well-endowed than tra-
ditional universities, and their stakeholders are often more open to experiments 
far from home. NYU is such an institution, and has built two full campuses. It was 
easier promised than done, but how it was done may be instructive for other uni-
versities that are grappling to maintain or redefine their global strategies today.

N
YU Abu Dhabi (NYUAD) is a joint initiative of New York University and 
the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. Rather than a branch campus or satellite 
school of NYU, NYUAD was designed to be a global institution in and of 

NYU and in and of Abu Dhabi. Its first steps were building a liberal arts college and 
capacious research institute, in the shared understanding that the campus would 
eventually establish graduate and professional programs to ensure NYUAD’s long-
term success. In September 2007, after quiet exploration involving dozens of NYU 
faculty, the university committed to opening the initial NYUAD campus in the fall 
of 2010.

John Sexton, president of NYU at the time, saw NYUAD
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Faced with political division and shrinking research budgets, some no longer see 
America’s universities as an academic pinnacle. While liberal arts colleges began 
to struggle in the United States, governments in Europe, China, and MENA coun-
tries were investing in holistic education in depth and breadth, including the hu-
manities. Just as burgeoning Chinese universities have been benefiting from the 
return of scholars educated abroad, NYUAD has attracted top faculty of Arab and 
South Asian heritage who wish to be closer to family and cultures of origin.14

In addition to these incentives, NYUAD faculty members benefited from the 
enormous diversity, high motivation, and aspirational disposition of our campus 
community, which embraces the diversity of faculty and students to foster inter-
cultural consilience and strive for a better world. It sounds utopian, but these en-
ergies are evident to visiting scholars and accrediting panels. NYUAD faculty sim-
ply love teaching because their students work hard, contribute actively to tough 
discussions, and take on community-based projects. The core curriculum is glob-
al, propelled by dialogue and undergraduate research, and asks students to apply 
their learning to real-world issues in local and international organizations.15

As much as faculty love the undergraduate vibrancy of our campus, like all 
university scholars, they look forward to establishing doctoral programs that 
bring graduate students and accelerate their research, particularly in STEM fields. 
Launching such programs is more challenging than creating a world-class liberal 
arts college. In overseas campuses, a parent university may be worried about cre-
ating internal competition for PhD students, and faculty may question the aca-
demic quality of a new campus. NYUAD has put those early worries to rest by its 
research output and the graduates it has sent on to world class institutions. Now, 
more than one hundred Global NYU PhD Fellows in Sciences and Engineering do 
coursework at NYU in New York and then move to Abu Dhabi to conduct disser-
tation research in our labs. 

The success of the Global PhD Fellows program indicates the potential for 
homegrown graduate programs at NYUAD, but these take time to conceptualize, 
market-study, and launch. When establishing U.S. programs in emerging knowl-
edge economies, a balance must be struck between doctoral programs focused on 
preparing research scholars and professional master’s programs that support hu-
man capital development more broadly. To strengthen NYUAD’s contributions 
to the UAE, the campus plans to launch the kinds of professional programs that 
propelled NYU to national and international standing in the twentieth century. 
In January 2025, it will launch a joint MBA degree offered by NYU’s Stern School 
of Business and NYUAD, with two-thirds of the coursework in Abu Dhabi and the 
summer in New York.

Of course, a professional graduate program is not the same thing as a doctoral  
degree trajectory in arts and sciences. The tensions between a core university mis
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flagship universities across the United States and around the world. Most aca-
demic institutions are being called upon to do more for local or regional work-
force development and support of the professions that societies need now and in 








