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How transnational universities can 
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Abstract 

Transnational higher education is big business. However, it is unclear what transnational 
universities must do to behave in a socially-responsible way or to gain a social licence to 
operate. Using the University of Nottingham Ningbo China and Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University as case studies, we reveal what transnational universities should do to gain 
approval from local communities. They have to balance campus development, local community 

expectations, and meet home and host country regulations. Consideration of social impacts 
and social licence contributes to reputation and to accessing local knowledge. To earn a 
social licence to operate and grow, universities must understand and respond to the local 
context, share benefits with local communities, and have effective community 
engagement. In the universities we studied, there was limited information being provided 
to community stakeholders and poor stakeholder engagement. However, they 
experienced high levels of trust from residents, due to the good reputation of universities 
generally. 

 

Keywords: university-community engagement; higher education management; 

university management; social license to operate; campus sustainability 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION  

Transnational higher education is developing worldwide and has become big business 
(Knight, 2016; Montgomery, 2014; Ohmori, 2015). Transnational universities are 
situations where a university from one country (typically Australia, France, Russia, UK, 
USA) operates in another country (often a developing country) (Guimón & Narula, 2020). 
There are various forms, including: partnerships, branch campuses, and new institutions 
(CBERT, 2017). With a rapidly increasing economy and a desire to develop its higher 
education sector, China offers a massive market for transnational higher education 
institutions from across the world (Fang & Wang, 2014; Montgomery, 2016). By 2019, the 
Ministry of Education (2019a, 2019b) had approved over 1,000 transnational higher 
education programs, around 100 partnerships at a Faculty level between a Chinese 
institution and a transnational higher education institution, and 9 transnational 
universities are now operating in China in cooperation with a domestic university partner. 

Like all organizations, universities (especially transnational universities) need to consider 
their social responsibilities in their home and host countries (Dube, 2019; Rahman et al., 
2019). Transnational universities are different from domestic universities in various 
ways, including in management philosophy, financing arrangements, and source of 
students (Feng, 2013; Wilkins, 2017). These peculiarities likely affect local community 
views about transnational universities and the social licence to operate (SLO) they accord 
to it. SLO represents the extent of approval of a project or organization by local 
communities and other stakeholders (Bice, 2014; Dare et al., 2014). It is an intangible, 
metaphorical, rhetorical device (Boutilier, 2014; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019). For a 
university, gaining a SLO means that it has established a good relationship with local 
people. Transnational universities can utilize SLO theory to consider how they can build 
a good reputation within local communities and gain the support of local residents. 

The concept of SLO has been widely discussed in academic and industry circles (Boutilier, 
2014; Dare et al., 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017, 2018; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019; Zhang et 
al., 2018). The concept has been applied to many fields (Bice, 2014; Boutilier, 2014; 
Parsons et al., 2014; Vanclay, 2017; Zhang et al., 2018). Most papers have focused on 
large-scale projects, such as mines or dams (Hall et al., 2015; Moffat & Zhang, 2014), 
while few have discussed projects that might be characterized as societally friendly 
(Jijelava & Vanclay, 2014; Vanclay, 2017). From the perspective of host communities, 
university campuses are large-scale projects that have potential to create significant social 
impacts (Chen et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2020). Consideration of SLO by university 
managers might lead to a reduction in the negative social impacts created by a university 
(i.e. its campus, staff and students), and to improvement in the relationship between the 
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university and local residents. In other words, SLO is a concept that will improve 
university-community relations. 

Universities are generally considered as contributing to the development of a community 
and as having a good relationship with nearby residents (Perry & Wiewel, 2015; Sedlacek, 
2013), although the public behavior of students is a concern (e.g. hazing) (Salinas & 
Boettcher, 2018). However, whether or not universities gain a SLO from local 
communities has had little attention. Many transnational and other universities claim 
they have a good relationship with local residents, but often there is little evidence for 
this, and it remains unclear what universities must do to gain a SLO from local residents. 
To earn a SLO and be able to continue to grow, university managers must consider how 
to improve the effectiveness of university-community engagement activities. Given that 
SLO is dynamic, changing when residents’ views change (Dare et al., 2014), to maintain a 
SLO over time, ongoing monitoring and adaptive management of activities is needed. 

We seek to understand what transnational universities must do to earn a social licence to 
operate and grow. Two transnational universities operating in China were chosen as case 
studies: University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC), and Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University (XJTLU). Their strategies and activities that potentially relate to SLO were 
analyzed. Our results contribute not only to transnational universities in China, but to 
transnational universities everywhere, and potentially also to transnational corporations, 
especially those that have a large footprint.  

4.2 UNIVERSITY-COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SOCIAL LICENCE 
TO OPERATE 

The role universities can and/or should play in contributing to local communities has been much 

discussed (de Rassenfosse & Williams, 2015; Murphy & McGrath, 2018; Winter et al., 2006). 

Universities are generally expected to facilitate social development through teaching and research. 

Arguably, community engagement is the third role of universities (Bernardo et al., 2012; 
Gunasekara, 2004; Stephenson, 2011; Winter et al., 2006). Universities should consider their 

contribution to society, not only in terms of providing theoretical knowledge, but also by contributing 

economically, socially and culturally (Stephenson, 2011). Boyer (1996) argued that universities 
should seek answers to the world’s pressing social, civic, economic and moral problems, 
and that they had four roles: the science of discovery; the science of integration; the 
science of sharing knowledge; and the science of application. We agree, but argue that 
universities also need to be mindful of their interactions with, and impacts on, their local 
communities. By co-creating, co-sharing, and co-integrating relevant knowledge with 
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local stakeholders through community engagement, universities can establish their 
leading role as a contributor to sustainable development and community wellbeing (Mbah, 
2019). 

University-community engagement is beneficial to a university and contributes to the 

development of local communities (Kruss, 2012). It increases understanding of local context, 

encourages sharing of facilities and knowledge, identifies additional resources that can be 

utilised, facilitates sustainable development, and improves reputation (Chile & Black, 2015). 
However, to be effective, university-community engagement must be embedded in the 
university’s philosophy, policies and practice, and in its research and teaching (Mtawa et al., 
2016). Nevertheless, the role of local communities in university-community engagement is 

unclear. In developing countries, especially, the topic of university-community engagement 

has had little attention (Mbah, 2019). We argue that effective university-community 
engagement contributes to obtaining a SLO for the university, and is especially important 
for transnational universities. 

Emerging in the late 1990s (Boutilier, 2014; Jijelava & Vanclay, 2018; Prno & Slocombe, 
2012), the concept of SLO has developed from its original positioning in the extractives 
sector to many other sectors (Dale et al., 2014; Hall et al., 2015; Vanclay, 2017), and has 
become a key concept to understand and explore the relationship between organisations 
and communities (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019). Whether or not an 
organization can gain a SLO will influence the risks it faces and its future development 
potential (Moffat & Zhang, 2014; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019).  

Consideration of SLO can assist organizations in enhancing the positive impacts and 
mitigating the negative impacts of their operations (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017). SLO should 
be considered throughout the whole project lifecycle, especially where there are 
significant social or environmental impacts (Demuijnck & Fasterling, 2016). SLO changes 
over time as residents’ views change, thus an organization must continually monitor its 
impacts and adapt its strategies. The socio-economic context of the community, as well 
as the organizational history and culture, affect residents’ views and the level of SLO (Dare 
et al., 2014). 

Thomson and Boutilier (2011) developed a conceptual model to help understand SLO and 
what organizations need to do to gain a SLO (see Figure 4.1). Their pyramid model has a 
continuum with four levels. The bottom level is withdrawn/withheld, with residents likely 
to openly exhibit strong opposition towards the organization. The next level is acceptance, 
implying that the organization has some level of legitimacy from residents. Approval is 
the next level, with the organization having credibility. The highest level of SLO is 
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psychological identification, where there is a strong positive relationship between the 
organization and its host community.  

 

Figure 4.1 The Pyramid Model of Social Licence to Operate (Thomson & Boutilier 2011) 

 

Drawing on the three factors used by Thomson and Boutilier (2011) and Jijelava and 
Vanclay (2017) (i.e. legitimacy, credibility and trust), we analyze how transnational 
universities could consider their SLO and their impacts on local communities. Legitimacy 
boils down to fairness: a fair distribution of benefits and a fair process, which implies not 
only legal/administrative/procedural legitimacy, but also economic and social legitimacy. 
To obtain legal/administrative legitimacy, an organization needs to observe national and 
international standards. Economic legitimacy requires that an organization provide 
adequate compensation and benefits to the community. The compensation should 
consider the material and non-material aspects of the lives of residents. Gaining social 
legitimacy requires effective stakeholder engagement processes. Credibility is gained by 
the organization consistently providing true, clear and believable information to the 
community. Organizations need to demonstrate their commitment to the community by 
providing benefits, and they must have the ability to provide the promised benefits. 
Organizations should outline the likely potential changes and impacts, as well as the 
methods they will use to address negative impacts and enhance positive impacts. 
Residents should be involved at all stages in the development of a project, including in 
decision-making. Trust is necessary to reach the highest level of SLO. Trust implies that 
the organization and local community members perceive each other as partners, respect 
each other, and have common interests. Organizations should be more concerned about 
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the quality (in terms of genuineness and integrity) rather than the number of engagement 
activities (Moffat & Zhang, 2014). Trust requires the engagement of all groups within a 
community (especially vulnerable groups), and organizations should address the varying 
concerns and interests of the different groups (Jijelava & Vanclay, 2017). 

4.3 METHODS 

Using a case study approach, we considered the SLO of two transnational universities in 
China, the University of Nottingham Ningbo China (UNNC), which is located in Ningbo, 
Zhejiang Province (about 200 km south of Shanghai), and the Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University (XJTLU), in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province (about 100 km west of Shanghai). A 
mixed methods approach was applied and many different data collection strategies were 
used, including document analysis, media analysis, in-depth interviews, and semi-
structured interviews. Where permission was granted, interviews were recorded. Signed 
informed consent sheets were not used, because they are not culturally appropriate in the 
Chinese context. However, the general principles of ethical social research, including 
informed consent, were observed (Vanclay et al., 2013). Participants were informed that 
their participation was anonymous, and that the results would be used in academic 
research. 

To understand the background of the two universities, we checked all relevant news and 
reports about each university and its location using the Google and Baidu search engines. 
We did site visits to interview key informants and to obtain first-hand impressions. We 
analysed all relevant documents we could find and/or that were provided to us by 
interviewees. Fieldwork was conducted in November and December 2018. To gain the 
views of internal stakeholders, we interviewed 4 staff of UNNC and 6 staff of XJTLU. We 
also interviewed 17 students of UNNC and 24 students of XJTLU to understand how their 
daily life interacts with the local community. All interviewed staff were Chinese. They 
were mainly senior staff who had worked at the university since its establishment. We did 
not include foreign staff because they did not have a long experience of living in the local 
community and would likely have had few interactions with local residents and therefore 
would have been largely unaware of local concerns. The students who were interviewed 
included both Chinese and foreign students (from many countries). They were 
undergraduates and postgraduates studying business, engineering or social sciences. 

We also conducted semi-structured interviews in the host communities of Ningbo and 
Suzhou. Using four research assistants in each location, a total of 34 interviews were 
conducted in Ningbo and 82 in Suzhou. Interviews were completed face-to-face, with 
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included both Chinese and foreign students (from many countries). They were 
undergraduates and postgraduates studying business, engineering or social sciences. 

We also conducted semi-structured interviews in the host communities of Ningbo and 
Suzhou. Using four research assistants in each location, a total of 34 interviews were 
conducted in Ningbo and 82 in Suzhou. Interviews were completed face-to-face, with 
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participants being approached in public places (on the street, in cafes and malls) within 
the vicinity of each university. The vast majority of people approached were happy to be 
interviewed. Each interview took between 5 and 15 minutes depending on the extent the 
participant was willing to discuss the issues. After establishing that the person was aware 
of the existence of the university (a few non-residents were not), questions relating to SLO 
were asked. Most questions were derived from the Thomson and Boutilier model (Figure 
4.1) as elaborated by Jijelava and Vanclay (2017). Some additional questions based on the 
interviewees’ responses were also asked, including: Do you regard your current job as 
being due to the establishment of the university?; Through which channels can you obtain 
information about the university?; Did the university make any commitments to the 
community when it was established?; Were the commitments fulfilled?; and Do you have 
any expectations about the university’s contribution to the community?.  

Legitimacy was considered by asking about whether: the establishment of the university 
was important to the community; residents benefit from the university; the positive 
impacts outweigh negative impacts; and whether the university conducted a community 
engagement process. Credibility was considered by asking about whether: the community 
engagement was professional and effective; the university consistently provided true, 
clear and believable information about its plans; there is an available mechanism to 
provide comments or complaints to the university; the university listens to and respects 
community opinions; the university is willing to change its practices in response to 
community concerns; and the university’s contributions fulfil community expectations. 
Trust was considered by asking about whether: the community engagement involved 
vulnerable groups (e.g., seniors, women, newcomers); the university tried to establish a 
good relationship with the community; the university has a good relationship with the 
community; and the university and residents are ‘on the same team’ and have shared 
interests.  

We also interviewed 38 residents in Ningbo (in the neighbourhood of UNNC) and 45 
residents in Suzhou (in the neighbourhood of XJTLU), including staff from the local 
Community Committees, owners of local businesses (e.g., restaurants, bars, hotels, gyms, 
real estate), and some residents. To gain a general impression of community life, our 
research also involved informal observation in the communities.  
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4.4 BACKGROUND TO THE TWO CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITIES 

4.4.1 University of Nottingham Ningbo China 

UNNC was the first Sino-foreign university in China. Established in 2004, UNNC is 
operated by the University of Nottingham (UK) in cooperation with the Zhejiang Wanli 
Education College in China. In 2019, there were more than 750 staff, and around 8,000 
students, including 700 international students, spread across three faculties, Business, 
Science & Engineering, and Humanities & Social Sciences, with a total of 29 
undergraduate courses and 13 postgraduate courses. 

UNNC is located in the Yinzhou district of Ningbo, Zhejiang Province, on China’s east 
coast. The 58 hectare campus in the Ningbo Higher Education Park has many attractive 
features, including Chinese and English gardens, and a replica of the University of 
Nottingham's iconic Trent Building, complete with a clock tower. Most students live on 
campus in halls of residence. The campus is fully fenced, with security guards checking 
all persons entering, and visitors are only able to enter by invitation of UNNC staff using 
the online visitor registration system. 

UNNC has indicated that a contribution to the local community is one of its major 
objectives. According to UNNC’s Strategy 2020 (UNNC, 2019, p.7), it will “impact the 
socio-economic transformation and development in both the local and broader 
community” and “enhance significant local commitment through public service and 
community outreach”. The strategy indicates that UNNC plans to share its resources and 
promote cooperation with the community, and to normalize and systemize student-
volunteer programs in the community. 

4.4.2 Xi'an Jiaotong-Liverpool University 

XJTLU was established in 2006 as a cooperation between the University of Liverpool 
(UK) and Xi’an Jiaotong University. It has 16 departments offering undergraduate and 
postgraduate programs. Occupying around 25 hectares in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, the 
campus has two parts connected by an underground passageway beneath the dividing 
road that splits the campus. There is no perimeter fence, and both parts of the campus are 
open to the public. In 2019, there were around 500 staff, 15,000 students, including 800 
international students. 

Student accommodation is provided in the Suzhou Dushu Lake Science and Education 
Innovation District (SEID), which is managed privately by the Suzhou Industrial Park 
Education Development and Investment Limited Company. SEID is a well-planned area 
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developed for high-tech institutions and contains around 40 universities and higher 
education institutions. SEID arranged the accommodation, libraries, sporting fields and 
other facilities for all institutions collectively, and many facilities are open to the public. 
According to its public announcements, XJTLU (2019) focuses on establishing a 
symbiotic relationship with business, industry and the community. Some XJTLU 
students and staff undertake community service activities, and there are knowledge-
sharing events for local residents. 

4.5 UNIVERSITY ACTIVITIES CONSIDERED FROM A SOCIAL 
LICENCE TO OPERATE PERSPECTIVE 

4.5.1 Legitimacy 

XJTLU had slightly higher legitimacy than UNNC. One reason for this is that more people 
in Suzhou had a job directly related to the university than in Ningbo. Because the location 
of XJTLU (SEID in Suzhou) was designated and planned for higher education 
institutions, most local jobs related to serving university staff and students. Therefore, 
residents who worked in the area would likely have benefitted from the establishment of 
XJTLU. Furthermore, SEID provided libraries, sporting fields and other facilities that 
residents were allowed to use. In contrast, UNNC was located in the Ningbo Higher 
Education Park, but other than UNNC, it only contained a few small colleges, so residents 
did not feel there was any relationship between the establishment of UNNC and their jobs. 

Residents from both Suzhou and Ningbo generally agreed that the establishment of the 
transnational universities generated more positive than negative impacts. Given that 
universities are generally considered to be good-reputation land use activities and 
neighbours and, by providing benefits to local communities, the establishment of UNNC 
and XJTLU was willingly accepted by the local residents in both places. However, there 
was a lack of community engagement activities by both UNNC and XJTLU. Both 
universities need to ensure a good community engagement process and to interact more 
with their local communities. 

4.5.2 Credibility 

The community engagement activities of UNNC were regarded as being more professional 
and effective than those of XJTLU. However, our interviews suggested that XJTLU 
conducted more community programs than UNNC. Apparently, Suzhou residents 
complained about the arrogant attitudes of XJTLU students participating in the 
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community service programs, and they thought students from domestic universities 
behaved better.  

Students at both universities generally had a better family background than students at 
the domestic institutions nearby. The tuition fees were 10 to 20 times higher than those 
of domestic institutions, and many students regularly participated in programs conducted 
in the UK, USA or elsewhere. Many students aimed to work in transnational companies, 
and therefore serving the local community as volunteers was not part of their self-identity. 
Some students were spoilt by their wealthy families, and had no interest in doing 
community activities. However, since some community engagement activities were 
compulsory, the students were forced to participate, but “exhibited bad attitudes and 
behaviour towards local residents”, as some residents complained. Both universities had 
a European egalitarian was of relating to students, which meant the staff could not 
command students to do anything, and the staff had to be careful about their comments 
and behaviour because the students might complain about them. Some staff reported that 
they found it difficult to convince students to show more respect to residents: “The 
students are still young and short-sighted to some extent. However, we cannot make 
suggestions about their attitudes.”  

XJTLU provided more information about its development plan to its local community, 
and had more interactions with residents, and paid more attention to their comments. 
There were three reasons for why XJTLU had greater credibility than UNNC. Firstly, 
XJTLU was an open campus, so residents could easily enter the campus and they were 
more likely to develop a connection with XJTLU staff and students. Secondly, XJTLU had 
a Department of Urban Planning & Design, whose staff regularly supervised student 
activities in the community, including conducting focus groups, interviews, field 
observations, etc.. Residents could obtain information about XJTLU through these 
activities, and they could provide their thoughts directly to the staff and students. Thirdly, 
at the request of the local Community Committees, XJTLU staff and students frequently 
conducted community courses for local residents, including on topics like managing 
money, household chemistry, and household maintenance. XJTLU also had many 
university open days to which local residents were invited to inspect the campus and its 
facilities, and at which there were science demonstrations and public talks. These 
interactions provided residents with many opportunities to get to know the university. 

UNNC also conducted activities on campus to which the public was welcome. However, 
because UNNC was a gated campus with a strict security procedure requiring pre-
approval, residents found it inconvenient to gain entry. Due to its course profile, there 
was no need for UNNC students to conduct fieldwork in the community, and therefore 
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residents had little opportunity to get to know the university. As the local Community 
Committee complained, “The campus is gated and we never have any idea about what is 
happening in the campus … and there are limited opportunities and a lack of invitations 
from UNNC!”. Furthermore, since the committee knew little about the university, it could 
not identify what activities might be conducted together with UNNC. 

4.5.3 Trust 

Despite the results above, it so happens that there was higher trust of UNNC than of 
XJTLU. One reason for this is that UNNC performed better than XJTLU in involving 
vulnerable groups in community engagement. Both universities conducted various 
voluntary activities in their neighboring communities. The activities XJTLU conducted 
were perhaps too innovative for some community members. Some of their activities 
included staff (especially fathers) giving talks in the local primary and secondary schools; 
local families inviting foreign students into their homes and/or ‘adopting’ them as a 
family member for the time they are in Suzhou; and various creative activities that 
responded to local community concerns. All these activities were innovative, however 
they tended to appeal to local young people, and not necessarily to the groups who would 
be classified as vulnerable. UNNC, on the other hand, tended to conduct relatively 
traditional activities, such as visiting elderly people and teaching English in schools. 

Another explanation for the higher level of trust is that UNNC was the dominant 
university in its location, and it had created significant benefits for the community. UNNC 
had turned the location from a suburban to an urban area, and local residents anticipated 
ongoing improvement in their life as a result of its establishment. Conversely, XJTLU was 
located in SEID with around 40 other higher education institutions. Therefore, residents 
did not feel that XJTLU made a particularly strong contribution to their community, 
especially in comparison to the other institutions in the park, most of which had been 
there longer. 

Another explanation for the lower trust rating of XJTLU might relate to the local concern 
about students renting accommodation off-campus. Many XJTLU students disliked 
having to live in the student dormitories, and were wealthy enough to be able to rent 
apartments in the nearby community. Some of these students “behaved badly” (at least as 
far as the local residents were concerned) and many residents complained about their 
“loud activities late at night”. Some foreign students also preferred to rent 
accommodation, but exhibited different cultural behaviours which were not always 
appreciated. Even though not all people behaving badly came from XJTLU, according to 
local residents they were in the majority. Local residents argued that “XJTLU students 
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were easily identifiable by their clothing, by the fact that there were usually accompanied 
by foreigners, and by their speech”. In contrast, UNNC was a gated campus located some 
distance from the community. As a result, most students lived in halls of residence on 
campus, and there was no community perception of a problem with the presence of 
students.  

4.5.4 Summary of the results 

The results imply that both UNNC and XJTLU had obtained some level of SLO from their 
local communities. However, both UNNC and XJTLU lacked transparency and effective 
communication with their local communities. Although they had some credibility, both 
UNNC and XJTLU should conduct effective activities to improve this. Both universities 
have stated in public announcements that they seek to make a positive contribution to 
their local community. However, potentially they might be referring to a wider region, 
such as the whole city, rather than just the nearby residents, especially given that many 
of their public engagement activities were far away from the campus. The high level of 
trust potentially came from the good reputation of universities generally. Residents trust 
the universities because they thought they benefit from the universities. However, UNNC 
and XJTLU lacked adequate measures to have a good relationship with their local 
communities, and thus they had lower credibility than might have been expected.  

4.6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

New transnational universities usually have newly-built campuses (at least after they 
become established), although in China some are upgrades of existing institutions (Chen 
et al., 2019). Transnational universities are different from domestic universities in terms 
of management philosophy, financing arrangements, source of students, etc. Given the 
positive image of universities generally, transnational universities are likely to have some 
level of social licence from the community, at least initially. However, any SLO is 
temporary, and universities will need to undertake appropriate actions to maintain and 
strengthen their SLO over time. 

We argue that effective university-community engagement contributes to obtaining a 
social licence to operate and grow. In both locations, local residents were satisfied with 
their involvement in the university’s engagement activities, from which they obtained 
information and knowledge, as well as having an opportunity to exchange views. Even 
though some university staff and students believed that they learned from residents in 
these engagement activities, they considered that the university-community engagement 
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process was primarily about the university serving the communities (rather than about 
the universities learning from the community). Ideally, university managers should 
determine how best to interact with their local communities, enhance knowledge for 
communities and the university, and obtain a high level of SLO for their institution. 

For any organization, gaining a SLO and maintaining future development opportunities 
in a foreign country is difficult because of the cross-cultural context, and having to balance 
home country and host country expectations. Consideration of social impacts and SLO 
has the potential to assist in understanding the local context and in utilizing the local 
knowledge of communities in the development of the institution or project (Stephenson, 
2011; Vanclay, 2012). It was clear from our research that communities could provide local 
knowledge and experience to assist in university activities and in getting a SLO. However, 
there was no evidence that the two universities had taken serious consideration of the 
potential contribution of local residents. Potentially, this lack of consideration of local 
concerns led to some misunderstanding in the local Community Committees, and 
potentially to a failure of the universities to manage the public misbehaviour of students 
(at least as perceived by the local communities). In order to make appropriate decisions 
and gain a SLO, universities need to have effective community engagement practices and 
to share benefits with their local communities, for example by making a contribution to 
community development, sharing facilities, having an open campus, and interacting with 
local community organizations (Dube, 2019; Vanclay & Hanna, 2019).  

We found that the SLO pyramid model proposed by Thomson and Boutilier (2011) was 
effective in helping to understand the relationship between transnational universities and 
their communities. However, we found that even in the lower levels of the model – 
acceptance (legitimacy) and approval (credibility) – trust was also an issue. In other 
words, trust is fundamental to the notion of social licence, and not just something at the 
pinnacle (also see Moffat & Zhang, 2014). In the two universities we considered, the level 
of trust was high, while credibility was relatively low. We argue that the positive 
reputation of universities generally contributes to the initial level of trust, but the 
relatively low level of credibility implies that universities need to undertake effective 
measures to interact with the local communities to maintain and develop their SLO. 

Drawing on the analysis of UNNC and XJTLU, it is possible to consider what 
transnational universities should do to obtain a SLO. Since universities are not likely to 
affect the environment in a negative way (like a mine or dam), they are likely to reach a 
relatively high level of legitimacy. Nevertheless, all three forms of legitimacy – 
legal/administrative/procedural legitimacy, economic legitimacy, and social legitimacy – 
are important and each form should be carefully considered by university managers. Our 
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case studies noted that the community engagement processes and activities were not fully 
effective, potentially impacting on their legitimacy. Sharing facilities, such as the library 
and playing fields, with residents contributes to the achievement of legitimacy. 

Achieving a high score in credibility requires positive effective actions. Transnational 
universities tend to conduct more community engagement activities compared to 
domestic universities due to different university philosophies and situation. These 
activities should focus on the quality rather than the quantity of activities and engagement 
interactions (Moffat & Zhang, 2014). An issue is that students are an important 
component of universities, and their behaviours significantly influence residents’ views 
about the university and its level of SLO. In organised engagement activities, some 
students might behave badly, and their poor behaviour and attitudes might create a 
negative impression in the community. There is also a tension between the out-of-class 
behaviour of students and impacts on local communities. While in China, there is a high 
level of social control that permeates society, culture and all institutions (including 
domestic universities), in transnational institutions, the exercise of western 
philosophies/values of laissez-faire, freedom of expression, academic and personal 
freedoms, can lead to considerable social and cultural impacts on local communities. 
Therefore, creating greater mindfulness about the impacts of student behaviour on local 
communities could be desirable. There was a view expressed by some interviewees that 
the sudden exposure of Chinese young people to the openness/liberalism of transnational 
universities might lead to moral confusion and to an inability to self-manage, which be 
responsible for the expression of socially-undesirable behaviours. 

Conducting course-based fieldwork in the community is an effective way for the 
universities and communities to understand and learn from each other. It also contributes 
to the development of the university and to positive cooperation with the community. 
Arguably, universities should encourage more courses to include community-based 
fieldwork, as well as encourage the various student societies to organize activities in the 
local communities. This cooperation with local communities might resolve the 
information transparency issue. Residents want to know about what will happen with the 
university, and managers should establish more channels to engage with residents and 
receive feedback from them. 

Having a gated campus might contribute to the management of students and to a 
reduction in conflict between residents and poorly-behaved students. However, with a 
gated campus, residents will complain about being locked out. With transnational 
universities filled with wealthy and foreign students, the sense of distance between the 
university and the local community would then be much greater. Having a gated campus 
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exacerbates this distance, restricts communication, and reduces mutual understanding 
(or at least the perception thereof). 

In their early stages of development, transnational universities tend to have support from 
local residents due to the good reputation of universities generally. However, to maintain 
and strengthen their social licence to operate over time, effective strategies and actions 
are needed, especially in relation to community engagement and benefit sharing. When 
attempting to improve their SLO, university managers need to consider the local social 
context. A transnational university needs to make decisions that balance its development 
and its contributions to the community, as well as home country and host country 
expectations. 

The lack of community engagement and limited transparency create misunderstandings 
between the institution and the local community, and negatively affect the SLO of the 
institution. Effective community engagement activities assist residents in coming to the 
view that the institution is a trustworthy, reliable partner with interests in common with 
the community. To be effective, community engagement activities should contribute to 
the development of both parties. The consideration of social impacts and SLO contributes 
to the utilization of local knowledge in institutional development and to earning not only 
a SLO, but a social licence to operate and grow. 
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