University Overseas
Recruitment Offices

A practical guide to choosing the right operating
model and avoiding hidden risks

Image from freepik.com

Vincenzo Raimo
April 2026



About the author

Vincenzo Raimo has spent more than 25 years working in and with universities on
international recruitment, transnational education and wider global engagement. He
previously served as Pro Vice-Chancellor (Global Engagement) at the University of
Reading and as Director of the International Office at the University of Nottingham. He
now works independently with universities, governments and investors, supporting more
sustainable and evidence-led approaches to international education. He writes and
speaks regularly on international student recruitment, the role of agents and risk-aware
operating models.

For more resources and related tools, visit www.vincenzo-raimo.com

Acknowledgements

This guide draws on learning from recent consultancy reviews of overseas recruitment
office models and operating approaches. I am grateful to the many professionals, across
UK higher education and the wider international education ecosystem, who generously
shared insights and practical experience to inform this work.

In particular, I would like to thank colleagues from universities with in-market offices
and regional hubs, as well as those working in education agencies and agent networks,
international education service providers, and organisations supporting the
establishment and operation of overseas offices. Their candid reflections on what works
well in practice, and the challenges institutions face in areas such as governance,
transparency, compliance and operational delivery—have been invaluable.

All views expressed, and any omissions or errors, remain my own.

© Vincenzo Raimo, 2026. All rights reserved. This guide may be shared by link in its original
form. No reproduction, adaptation or commercial reuse is permitted without prior written
permission from the author, except for brief quotations with appropriate attribution.

Disclaimer: This guide is intended as a practical resource for discussion and planning. It does not
constitute legal, regulatory or compliance advice, and universities should take appropriate
professional advice before making operational decisions.


http://www.vincenzo-raimo.com/

Table of Contents

About the aUEhOr. ... e 2
AcCKnowledgements. ... e 2
University Overseas Recruitment Offices: A practical guide to choosing the
right operating model and avoiding hidden risks ...........cooevviiiiiinininnn. 4
Who this guide is for (and what it’s for)....ccooevviiiiiiiiiii 4
Summary (if you only read one section) ........oviiiiiiiiiiiii e 5
What problem are you actually trying to solve?......ccccvvvviiiiiiiiiiiineeeenn 6
The core trade-off you can’t escape: reach vs control ...........ccceevviiii. 7

Model patterns: how universities typically organise overseas presence....8

What can’t be outsourced (even if delivery is) ......cooviiiiiiiiieiin i 11
Readiness checklist: are you set up to run an overseas office safely and

e CtIVeIY ? Lo e 13
Red flags: what most often goes Wrong........cvvviiiiiiiiiiiii i 14
Pivot plan: how to keep optionality (even in outsourced models) ......... 15
(@{o a Lol 11 1= [0 o [0 P 16

List of Figures and Tables

Figure 1: Illustrative trade-off map - reach/volume stability vs

control/transparency/exit optionality ... 7
Table 1: Overseas Recruitment Office Models Comparison Table............ 8
Table 2: Non-outsourables checklist ......ccoiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 12
Table 3: Readiness checKlist....ooiiviiiiiiiii i i i eees 13
Table 4: Red Flags....ouuiiiii i e e aes 14



University Overseas Recruitment Offices: A practical guide to
choosing the right operating model and avoiding hidden risks

UK universities have built overseas recruitment footprints for years. What’s driving
continued expansion today is less novelty and more necessity: intensifying competition,
greater volatility in demand, and peer pressure. Many institutions feel that if competitors
are closer to market, servicing schools, agents and applicants more directly, then they
must be too.

Overseas presence can genuinely help with faster response times, stronger relationships
with partners and schools, better market intelligence, and (sometimes) improved
conversion. But an overseas office is not a strategy in itself. The strategic question is
what operating model sits behind the presence, and whether that model matches the
institution’s objectives, capabilities and risk appetite.

Universities maintain overseas offices for many reasons: supporting transnational
education (TNE), developing research and innovation relationships, alumni and
advancement activity, partnership development, brand and reputation-building, or wider
governmental and stakeholder engagement. In some cases, recruitment is one part of a
broader remit; in others, recruitment is the primary purpose. This guide focuses on
overseas presence where recruitment to the home (UK) campus is a primary driver,
while recognising that many of the governance, transparency, compliance, data integrity
and who owns what issues apply across multi-purpose international offices too.

This guide is intended to help you choose the right operating model for recruitment-
oriented overseas presence. It also highlights common pitfalls that can make an
overseas office expensive, fragile, or risky, especially where roles, decision rights and
evidence expectations are unclear.

Who this guide is for (and what it’s for)

This is for senior leaders and practitioners responsible for international recruitment and
sponsor compliance: PVC International / Global, International Directors, Heads of
International Recruitment, Admissions leaders, and colleagues in governance,
compliance and risk.

It is not a guide to transnational education or overseas teaching provision, nor to
research offices or broader international engagement hubs except where those functions
sit alongside recruitment. The focus here is overseas presence designed primarily to
maximise recruitment to the UK campus through closer proximity to applicants,
schools/colleges, agents and other stakeholders. Where recruitment sits within a wider
remit, the principles in this guide still apply but should be aligned with the office’s full
purpose and accountabilities.



Summary (if you only read one section)

This guide is for universities considering whether to open, expand or redesign an
overseas presence or office with a remit to support recruitment to the UK campus.
Overseas presence can improve responsiveness, strengthen partner relationships and
support conversion, but it also creates operating-model choices that affect governance,
transparency, compliance exposure and your ability to pivot if conditions change. To get
this right, universities need to be clear on a small number of critical choices and controls
from the outset:

1.

Define the primary objective: Be clear about the main problem you are solving:
conversion, coverage, partner servicing, or risk reduction. Treat other aims as
constraints so the model stays coherent.

Align leadership using the reach vs control map: Overseas models sit on a
spectrum between reach/volume stability and control/transparency/exit optionality.
Agree what you are optimising for and what trade-offs you are accepting.

Choose the operating pattern that matches objective and risk appetite:
Supplier-run models can scale quickly but require strong oversight and transparent
delivery. University-led representative offices offer more control but can be slower to
scale and need internal capability. Entity-based models (subsidiary or equivalent)
maximise ownership but increase fixed cost and complexity.

Lock in the non-outsourcables: You can outsource activity, but not accountability.
Retain ownership and evidence for: ethical recruitment practices (including fair
treatment of prospective students) and agent governance; sponsor decision
checkpoints and audit trail; anti-bribery/conflicts controls; fraud/document integrity
and pre-CAS QA; reliable MI (Management Information) and attribution; and
incentive/financial governance.

Protect pivot capability (avoid capability atrophy): Don’t outsource so much
that you lose market knowledge, institutional memory, relationship ownership and
some knowledge of in-market digital marketing/platform fluency. Retain a minimum
internal capacity, own relationships with the critical few stakeholders, and control the
data you need to change course quickly.

Treat opening an office as the start of governance work: Overseas presence
becomes valuable when it is built as governed capability, not just footprint: clear

decision rights, regular pipeline review, routine QA sampling, and clear escalation
routes.

Overseas offices can be exactly the right answer, but only when the model fits your
objectives, makes the reach-control trade-off explicit, and leaves you able to evidence
control while still achieving reach.



What problem are you actually trying to solve?

Universities often default to "we need an overseas office” without specifying the
problem. That's where many difficulties begin because different problems require
different models.

Use this practical diagnostic to identify your primary driver:

1.

Demand generation problem (top of funnel): You need to increase visibility,
interest and applications in priority markets. The issue is not mainly late-stage
conversion, but insufficient enquiry flow, weak brand presence, limited school or
partner engagement, or too little in-market activity to generate the volume or profile
of applicants you want.

Conversion problem (offers to enrolments): You have sufficient applications/offers,
but you are losing students later in the cycle: slow follow-up, weak reassurance,
unclear processes, competitor pressure, limited local touchpoints, or insufficient
support to move students from offer to deposit to enrolment.

Coverage problem (new regions / segments / tiers): You want to extend reach to
new territories, secondary cities, new provinces/states, new student segments
(UG/PGT), feeder pipelines, or different ability-to-pay tiers.

Cost of acquisition problem (efficiency and travel): You want to improve CoA by
increasing application and conversion efficiency, reducing reliance on repeated UK-
based travel, enabling faster in-market follow-up, and making better use of local
time/capacity.

Partner problem (servicing schools, university partners, agents): You need more
consistent, high-quality partner engagement: training, joint events, school
relationships, pipeline agreements, and regular performance management of
recruitment partners.

Risk problem (quality, refusals, compliance exposure): You want stronger control:
better documentation quality, fewer late-stage failures, clearer audit trails, and a
tighter grip on incentives and behaviours across the pipeline.

Capability problem (you've outsourced too much): You may have volume, but
limited internal market knowledge, unclear attribution, fragile partner relationships,
and insufficient ability to pivot if conditions change.

Most universities have more than one of these drivers, and in some cases the
overseas office will also have a wider remit such as TNE, research or partnership
support. The key is to pick a primary objective and treat the others, including any
non-recruitment remits, as design constraints. Be explicit about what is primary and
how trade-offs will be managed when priorities compete.



The core trade-off you can’t escape: reach vs control

Overseas recruitment models sit on a spectrum. Most can be plotted on two axes:

¢ Reach / volume stability (low — high): How quickly you can expand coverage,
access downstream networks and drive throughput.

e Control / transparency / exit optionality (low — high): How clearly you can
evidence processes, own data and decisions, manage risk, and change course if
needed.

Why this trade-off matters even more today: As sponsor compliance indicators such
as enrolment, completion and refusal-related metrics tighten, the tolerance for opaque
recruitment pipelines, weak attribution, or late-stage quality failures reduces. In
practice, this means that risk appetite becomes a practical operating decision.

A useful leadership question is: Are we optimising primarily for reach or for control?
And what risks are we implicitly accepting if we choose reach?

Figure 1: Illustrative trade-off map - reach/volume stability vs
control/transparency/exit optionality

High
High reach High reach
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Model patterns: how universities typically organise overseas presence

There is no single best model for an overseas recruitment office. The table below sets out four broad patterns, showing how they differ in
set-up, strengths, risks and the balance between reach and control, so that universities can identify the model that best fits their
objectives and risk appetite.

Some models may also materially affect net revenue through commission structures, partner fees or duplicated activity. In some cases,
the combination of partner costs and retained institutional overhead can leave very limited margin, making cost of acquisition an
important but often under-analysed dimension of the operating model choice.

Table 1: Overseas Recruitment Office Models Comparison Table

Typical set-up

Best suited to

Pattern 1

Supplier-run / outsourced
in-market model

In-country execution largely
delivered by a third party,
including representation,
downstream sub-agent
management, events and
applicant conversion activity.

Success-based incentives are
common, so the university
carries a relatively low fixed-
cost base.

Universities seeking rapid
scale, broad market coverage
and lower fixed cost, provided
governance and evidence
requirements are strong
enough to withstand scrutiny.

Pattern 2
Managed office / hybrid
model

A managed office or partner-
delivered presence, but with
more explicit university
oversight: defined decision
rights, stronger MI
expectations, tighter QA and
training.

Often includes joint planning
and clearer performance KPIs
beyond simple volume.

Institutions that still need
reach, but want better
transparency, clearer
accountability and stronger
grip over quality and
compliance.

Pattern 3
University-led
representative office

A university-employed
(typically indirectly) in-market
team focused on relationship
management, intelligence
gathering and conversion
support.

Partners and agents may still
be used, but the university
retains more direct oversight.

Institutions with enough
baseline demand to justify a
small in-market team and the
internal capability to convert
market activity into outcomes.

Pattern 4
Subsidiary or equivalent

A formal entity able to employ
staff, contract locally and
standardise operations.

Best suited to institutions
seeking deep, durable
presence and comfortable
with legal and operational
complexity.

Institutions with the scale,
maturity and appetite to
operate as a long-term in-
market player, with a
strategic rationale beyond
short-term volume.



Strengths

Risks

Cost / Margin
Profile

Pattern 1

Supplier-run / outsourced
in-market model

e Rapid scale and broad .
coverage.

e Leverages existing
downstream networks. .

e Keeps fixed costs
relatively low while
pursuing volume.

e Black-box activity: limited
transparency on sub-agent
behaviour, attribution and e
conversion levers.

e Misaligned incentives:
volume and speed may be e
rewarded more than
quality and compliance
discipline.

e Institutional dependency:
limited ability to pivot if
the relationship changes.

Lower fixed cost but often Mixed cost structure: some fixed
cost plus partner fees. Potential
for better efficiency than fully
acquisition (including outsourced models if duplication

higher variable cost through
commission and partner fees.
Risk that total cost of

Pattern 2
Managed office / hybrid
model

Retains reach while
improving transparency
and reducing risk.

Can improve consistency
of messaging, partner
servicing and conversion
processes.

Ambiguity: unclear who
owns what, and where
accountability sits.
Governance overhead:
without sustained
management attention,
the model can drift back
toward black-box delivery.

Pattern 3
University-led
representative office

e Greater control over
relationships, messaging
and intelligence.

e Better integration with
institutional priorities and
compliance expectations.

e Stronger ability to build
durable pipelines with
schools and colleges.

e Slower scale and less
downstream reach than
network-driven models.

e Reliance on a small
number of individuals
creates key-person risk.

e Potential leakage of
market intelligence or
relationship insight where
teams are co-located with
competitors.

Can drift into activity
without outcomes unless
tightly tied to recruitment
planning and conversion.

Higher fixed cost, lower reliance
on commission-heavy
structures. Can improve margin
if conversion is strong, but

Pattern 4
Subsidiary or equivalent

e Maximum control and
institutional ownership.

e Strong foundations for
evidence, auditability and
operational consistency.

e Higher fixed costs,
management overhead
and regulatory complexity.

e Longer lead time to
establish and stabilise.

e May be more
infrastructure than is
justified if the goal is only
incremental recruitment
gain.

e Key-person dependency
can reappear internally,
especially around
specialist finance and
compliance oversight.

Highest fixed cost and set-up
overhead. Potential for stronger
long-term margin and cost
control at scale, but requires



Pattern 1 Pattern 2 Pattern 3

Pattern 4
Supplier-run / outsourced Managed office / hybrid University-led - .
. N . Subsidiary or equivalent
in-market model model representative office
duplicated internal activity) is | is controlled and performance is = requires sufficient volume to sustained volume and careful
not fully visible. actively managed. justify in-market team. financial management to justify.

e Highest control, highest

Reach / control e High reach, lower ¢ Medium-high reach, ¢ Lower reach initially, . .
; . . . complexity and fixed
profile control medium-high control higher control costs
* sot\glzggsrglspa?nfdpggg’t e Clear decision rights and e Ownership of critical . Formgl goyernance., legal
governance. escalation routes. relationships, market and ﬁnanc.lal oversight.
What the «  Sponsor decision e Approval of training, QA priorities and playbooks. . !—iR, compllapce and. .
university must checkpoints, audit rights and performance . Strong CRM, I_VII_and mterr\allaudlt capablllty.
retain and QA sam,pling. frameworks. evidence discipline. e Continuity planning so
« Reliable MI. attribution e Control over MI, e Tight integration with control does not depend
! attribution and the key admissions, compliance on a very small number of

and oversight of critical

. . compliance checkpoints. and escalation processes. specialists.
partner relationships.
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What can’t be outsourced (even if delivery is)

You can outsource activity. You can’t outsource accountability. Even with third-
party delivery, there are areas where the university must retain ownership, decision
rights and evidence.

a)

b)

<)

d)

e)

f)

Ethical recruitment standards

Your standards, your code of conduct, and what ‘good’ looks like in relation to
applicants and students (e.g., accuracy of advice, transparency of costs, and fair
treatment).

Ongoing monitoring, risk rating, and documented performance management (not
just relationship management).

Sponsor compliance and decision checkpoints

Ownership of the end-to-end compliance framework (including a defensible
rationale for key decisions and an audit trail).

Clear internal checkpoints for offer, CAS issuance, refusals learning loops, and
withdrawals.

Anti-bribery and conflicts of interest controls

Risk assessment and controls for anyone acting on your behalf (agents, sub-
agents, representatives, contractors).

Clear rules on facilitation payments, gifts/hospitality, commissions and referral
incentives, and the ability to evidence compliance.

Fraud, document integrity and pre-CAS assurance

Minimum standards for verification and escalation: document checks, identity
consistency, anomaly detection.

A defensible approach to sampling and QA especially where volume models create
perverse incentives.

Data integrity, attribution, and management information.

A single source of truth for lead/source attribution, application status, and
conversion funnels.

Controls that prevent gaming, double counting, or opaque re-attribution between
parties.

Financial governance and incentive alignment

Transparent commission logic, reconciliation, and controls that avoid incentives
driving undesirable behaviour.



e Visibility of total cost of acquisition (not just commission) so volume and margin
trade-offs are explicit.

g) Institutional knowledge and relationship ownership (the capability you'll
need to pivot)

e Market intelligence that resides inside the institution and not solely with a supplier.

o Direct relationships in-market (schools, feeder colleges, partner universities, key
agencies/aggregators, alumni and influencers) that the university can activate
independently if needed.

e A pivot plan: what you would do if the model stopped working and which capabilities

you must retain to switch operating modes quickly.
Non-outsourcables checklist (minimum institutional ownership)

Use this checklist to confirm the controls, capabilities and evidence that the university
must retain, regardless of operating model.

Suggested use: complete this alongside the operating-model review and retain it as part

of the approval and oversight record.

Table 2: Non-outsourcables checklist

_ Minimum institutional ownership point

Student protection &

. . clear escalation routes, complaints, safeguardin O
ethical recruitment ! P ! E g

Sponsor compliance &

audit readiness CAS governance, credibility checks, evidence packs O

entry standards, exceptions process, RPL/advanced

Admissi . . 0
dmissions integrity standing

Pricing integrity schola.nrshlps/dlscount approvals, claims/promotions O
oversight

Brand & reputation risk brand use approvals, rapid intervention rights O

Data protection & security data-sharing rules, storage/access controls, audit rights O

Performance management KPIs, reporting cadence, remediation and step-in rights a

ownership of applicant data/pipelines; practical

Exit and continuity transition plan
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Readiness checklist: are you set up to run an overseas office
safely and effectively?

Use this checklist as a quick self-assessment. If you have several "no” answers, the
most important step may not be opening an office but instead strengthening
governance and data foundations first.

Table 3: Readiness checklist

Area Checklist question v

Do we have a clear primary objective for overseas
presence (conversion, coverage, partner servicing, O

Strategy and purpose or risk reduction)?

Do we know which markets and segments the office
will focus on, and which it will not?

Are accountabilities explicit: who owns what, who
signs off what, and who is accountable for evidence?

Governance and decision
rights Do we have a documented approach to agent
governance, including consequences for non- O
compliance?

Can we reliably attribute leads, applications, offers
and enrolments to sources and channels?

MI and attribution
Do we have a single source of truth for pipeline
reporting, with consistent definitions?

Do we have sampling and QA processes that are

Quality assurance and credible at the volume we are operating?

avidence Can we produce evidence packs on request that

show process control, not just outcomes?

Have we tested whether incentive structures drive
the behaviour we want, including quality as well as O

. volume?
Incentives and controls olume

Do we have controls for bribery risk, fraud risk and
conflicts of interest across third parties?

Do we have an exit plan that is operational, not just
contractual?

Exit optionality and pivot
capability Have we retained enough internal market knowledge
and relationship ownership to pivot if the model O
breaks?

13




Red flags: what most often goes wrong

The warning signs below are the patterns that most often appear when overseas office
models underperform or create exposure that leadership did not fully anticipate.

Table 4: Red Flags

Red flag

What it looks like in practice

What it usually
L E1S

Activity
without
outcomes

The office is busy - events, visits, partner
meetings, local travel - but conversion does not
improve. The real bottlenecks sit elsewhere, such
as admissions turnaround times, follow-up
discipline, or decision-making processes.

The office has
been treated as
the answer before
the underlying
constraint has
been diagnosed

properly.

Attribution
disputes and
data confusion

Multiple parties claim credit for the same student;
reporting becomes negotiated rather than reliable;
leadership loses confidence in the numbers.

Weak MI design,
unclear ownership
of data, and poor
channel
governance.

Incentives
drive low-
quality
pipeline

Success-based models unintentionally reward
speed and volume, creating downstream refusal,
withdrawal and late-stage failure risks.

Incentive design is
misaligned with
institutional
priorities on
quality,
compliance and
student outcomes.

Black box sub-

The university has limited visibility of who is really

Insufficient
transparency,
weak oversight,

agent influencing applicants, what advice is being given, X
networks and how standards are being applied and over-reliance
9 appiied. on third-party
networks.
. Reporting focuses on activity and anecdotes rather | Governance is
Evidence

exists only in
narrative form

than auditability: weak documentation of decision
checkpoints, limited QA sampling, and poor or
contested MI.

performative
rather than
evidence-based.

Capability
atrophy (loss
of pivot
ability)

The institution has outsourced so much for so long
that it no longer has the market knowledge,
institutional memory, in-market digital
marketing/platform fluency, or relationships
needed to change course quickly.

The model has
delivered reach,
but at the cost of
resilience,
strategic flexibility
and internal
capability.
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Pivot plan: how to keep optionality (even in outsourced models)

One of the most overlooked design dimensions is not just exit risk but pivot capability:
the ability to change operating mode when conditions shift.

A university can outsource so much of its in-market activity that it gradually loses the
assets it would need to change course including:

¢ lived market knowledge and institutional memory of what has worked (and why)
e durable relationships owned by the university rather than the supplier
e data discipline and attribution credibility that supports informed decisions

When conditions shift, perhaps a competitor move, policy tightening, reputational risk,
or a breakdown in the supplier relationship, the institution can find it has limited ability
to pivot because it no longer has the internal capability or relationship capital to
transition quickly.

A practical pivot plan protects three things:

1. A minimum internal capability: Even in outsourced models, retain a small internal
capability that owns:

e standards and playbooks

e partner/agent governance framework

e MI definitions and reporting integrity

¢ QA design and sampling oversight

e conversion process design and escalation routes

2. Relationship ownership (at least for the critical few): Map the critical few
relationships in each market that the university should retain direct access to:

¢ key feeder schools/colleges

e priority agencies/aggregators

o influential alumni and local advocates

e strategic articulation-type pipelines (where relevant)

e avoid being in a position where no one in the university can call the key
stakeholders directly if needed.

3. Data you control: Ensure you can independently answer:
¢ where enquiries and applications truly originate
e what drives conversion at each stage
e where quality failures occur and why

e which partners are genuinely effective, versus merely busy

15



Conclusion

Opening or expanding an overseas recruitment office can be exactly the right move,
especially if your objective is improved conversion, better partner servicing, or stronger
market intelligence. But an overseas office is not a strategy in itself; it is an operating
model choice with real implications for governance, data integrity, and risk.

The practical challenge is to be explicit about where you want to sit on the reach versus
control map, to lock in the non-outsourcables, and to protect your ability to pivot if
market conditions change. The institutions that do this well treat overseas presence as
governed capability rather than just footprints on the global map.
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