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International business (IB) programs are vulnerable to disruption even when formal 
partnerships remain intact. Examining three IB study abroad programs that experienced 
recovery, collapse, and redesign, this article identifies four sustainability mechanisms: 
interpersonal relationships, operational memory, role redundancy, and proportional 
institutional support. Weaknesses in these mechanisms create predictable vulnerability. 
A challenge–response table and two diagnostic frameworks help administrators and 
program champions identify risk, realign leadership and institutional support, and 
strengthen continuity in volatile international education environments. 

INTRODUCTION 

International business (IB) programs play an increasingly 
important role in business school differentiation and stu
dent recruitment. This is particularly the case for bespoke, 
partnership-based study abroad and student mobility ini
tiatives developed through international institutional col
laborations. At the same time, these programs face growing 
sustainability challenges as institutions navigate geopoliti
cal uncertainty, intensified global competition for students, 
resource constraints, and frequent leadership turnover. Re
cent discussions in AIB Insights have emphasized the im
portance of adaptive and innovative approaches in inter
national business education (Fletcher & Calixto, 2025), 
underscoring the need for frameworks that help institu
tions sustain impactful programs over time. 
A recurring vulnerability arises when founding program 

champions and key partners depart: while Memoranda of 
Understanding (MOUs) detailing the formal level of mutu
ally agreed obligations often remain valid, the underlying 
informal mechanisms that enable programs to function in 
practice, referred to here as “IOUs”, are frequently lost. 
Across program types, these IOUs typically take four in
terrelated forms: interpersonal relationships, operational 
memory (documentation), role redundancy and succession 
capacity, and proportional institutional support. These 
help shape whether programs absorb disruption or unravel 
during periods of change. Taken together, these four forms 
of IOUs represent recurring sustainability mechanisms that 
help explain how international business programs retain 
coordination capacity during leadership transitions and 
other disruptions. Awareness of them helps provide a diag
nostic lens that may be applied across programs of differing 
size, geography, and institutional origin. 
Prior research emphasizes the importance of leadership 

succession, organizational learning, and knowledge trans

fer in sustaining complex initiatives (Giambatista, Rowe, & 
Riaz, 2005; Scheirer, 2005). In international education con
texts, these challenges are amplified by cross-border co
ordination, regulatory variation, and reliance on interper
sonal trust (Knight, 2015; Waterval, Frambach, Driessen, & 
Scherpbier, 2015). Similar concerns regarding institutional
ization and faculty-driven vulnerability have recently been 
noted in an AIB Insights article on virtual exchange initia
tives in IB education (Dakhli, Alencar De Farias, & Wang, 
2025), reinforcing the importance of distributed leadership 
and sustained institutional support. IB programs operating 
with limited succession planning and uneven institutional 
support are particularly exposed when key champions exit 
or external conditions shift. Throughout the article, “pro
gram champion” refers to individuals who initiate, sustain, 
and assume leadership roles in international programs over 
time. 
This article examines three international business pro

grams at a regional comprehensive university in the United 
States that experienced different outcomes following dis
ruption: one program successfully recovered after a multi-
year suspension, one collapsed following the departure of 
its founders, and one faced near-termination before re
newal through strategic redesign. The cases vary in dura
tion, geography, scale, and degree of institutionalization. 
Rather than presenting these cases as exhaustive, I use 
them as contrasting examples to explore how disruptions 
interact with interpersonal relationships, documentation 
practices, resource allocation, and institutional commit
ment across situations where sustainability practices were 
absent, partially present, or actively strengthened. 
From these cases, I develop a challenge-response table 

and two practitioner-oriented diagnostic frameworks. The 
table summarizes the challenges faced, responsible party, 
and suggested action. Next, a program evolution disruption 
model highlights recurring conditions and decision points 
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encountered as IB programs confront internal and external 
disruption. Finally, a resource alignment framework illus
trates how mismatches between program maturity, leader
ship demands, and institutional support increase vulnera
bility during transitions. These tools are not intended as 
prescriptive templates or universal laws. Instead, they offer 
administrators and program champions a structured way 
to diagnose risk, anticipate transition challenges, and align 
support with program needs. 

THREE CONTRASTING CASES 

CASE A: RECOVERY THROUGH RELATIONSHIP 
MAINTENANCE AND DOCUMENTATION 

Case A involved a ten-week, faculty-led summer program 
in Taiwan combining language instruction, industry and 
government site visits, and short-term corporate intern
ships. MOUs were signed with a partner university as well 
as several supporting industry and government partners. 
The program targeted upper-division undergraduate busi
ness students and enrolled eight students in 2018 and 
twelve in 2019. Language instruction was tailored to stu
dent level and emphasized cultural immersion rather than 
fluency, particularly in preparation for site visits and in
ternships. The internships were structured as supervised 
project-based placements coordinated through host orga
nizations. In several cases, these placements led to further 
employment. 
In March 2020, Taiwan closed its borders due to 

COVID-19, suspending the program for nearly three years. 
During this period, operational capacity eroded: several 
corporate partners discontinued internship participation, 
key government liaisons retired, a logistics staff left the 
partner institution, and new administrative leadership was 
appointed on both sides. Although the MOU remained 
valid, many of the informal commitments and much tacit 
operational knowledge was lost. 
During COVID, the founding champion conducted a con

tact audit to identify active and committed partners. From 
this base, they maintained regular contact with these part
ners and preserved and shared detailed records from prior 
cohorts, including partner contacts, budgets, schedules, 
and risk protocols. The US program champion then iden
tified a new co-champion in the partner institution and 
quickly began reactivating interested former partners and 
identifying new ones. When borders reopened in 2023, this 
groundwork enabled rapid reconstruction of the partner 
network essential to the program. The program also for
malized practices including an operational manual, regular 
off-season partner communication, cross-training of a sec
ondary program champion, and a dedicated operations 
manager role. The program has since resumed annual oper
ations over the past three years. 
Core lesson: Recovery following prolonged disruption 

was enabled not by the MOU itself, but by reinforcing in
terpersonal relationships, documentation, and operational 
memory. 

CASE B: COLLAPSE FOLLOWING LEADERSHIP EXIT 

Case B was an alternative spring break program launched 
in 2015 that combined service learning with business site 
visits in several Central American countries including Costa 
Rica and Guatemala. An MOU was signed with a private ser
vice provider who helped with site logistics and visits. The 
program selected ten to twelve business students annually 
from a competitive pool and relied on external sponsor
ships to subsidize costs. Program leadership, fundraising, 
and execution were concentrated in two individuals: an un
tenured assistant professor who founded the program and 
their adjunct spouse. 
From inception, the program operated under a pure pro

gram champion entrepreneurship model. No dedicated 
budget line existed, administrative support was minimal, 
and operational knowledge, including partner contacts, 
budgeting practices, and annual timelines, remained un
shared. Although the program was successful in its early 
years, this success did not trigger increased institutional
ization or succession planning. Faculty workload recogni
tion was limited despite the substantial annual effort re
quired to execute the program. 
In August 2019, both program leaders accepted positions 

elsewhere. Their departure occurred just as planning for the 
next cohort required partner coordination. With no over
lapping leadership transition, no documentation, and no 
identified successor, the program faced an immediate lead
ership vacuum. This was further exacerbated by a change in 
the chair and dean during this time. New department lead
ership was unable to recruit a replacement program cham
pion due to the substantial time commitment and lack of 
clarity regarding expectations and incentives. The program 
was cancelled and formally discontinued in 2022. 
Core lesson: Program collapse resulted not from declin

ing demand or partner disengagement, but from structural 
vulnerability created by reliance on individual champions 
without role redundancy or proportional institutional sup
port. 

CASE C: RENEWAL THROUGH STRATEGIC EMBEDDING 
AND REDESIGN 

Case C began in 2017 and focused on a newly launched 2+2 
undergraduate pathway with two years at the partner insti
tution with the option of two more in the US resulting in 
a US degree. This was agreed upon as an MOU addendum 
and built on a long-standing partnership with Vietnamese 
university which had evolved into a successful Executive 
MBA (EMBA) program that generated consistent revenue 
and strategic value. Unlike the EMBA, the undergraduate 
program underperformed due to high costs compared to the 
home university and a choice to spend four years at the 
home university at much lower cost for a Vietnamese de
gree or to go abroad. 
By 2022, the 2+2 undergraduate pathway faced termi

nation as the founding program champion retired, regula
tory conditions changed, and the governing MOU expired. 
Rather than discontinue the program, institutional leaders 
reframed the challenge as one of redesign rather than fail
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ure. Both deans viewed the partnership holistically and 
committed to renewal. The undergraduate pathway was re
structured to push targeted students into completing their 
degrees abroad rather than at home, a modest scholarship 
was introduced, senior leaders engaged directly, and lead
ership transition was managed through training and work
load recognition for a committed new champion. Enroll
ment subsequently increased and the 2+2 is now attracting 
multiple students. 
Core lesson: Programs embedded within broader strate

gic relationships that restored relational continuity and 
shared ownership can survive near-termination when lead
ers are willing to redesign program models and manage 
leadership transitions deliberately. 

WHAT THE CASES REVEAL ABOUT PROGRAM 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Before introducing the diagnostic frameworks, this section 
synthesizes the recurring sustainability mechanisms re
vealed across the three cases. Although the cases differ in 
context, they reveal common failure points: dependence 
on tacit coordination, partner turnover, and institutional 
handoffs that formal agreements alone cannot manage. 

DIAGNOSTIC FRAMEWORKS FOR PROGRAM 
SUSTAINABILITY 

While the challenge-response table identifies recurring 
sustainability mechanisms and points of intervention, it 
does not capture when or how these mechanisms become 
consequential. The first diagnostic framework addresses 
this temporal dimension by situating the four IOU mecha
nisms within a program’s evolution and periods of disrup
tion. From an IOU perspective, this framework highlights 
when interpersonal relationships, operational memory, 
role redundancy, and institutional support are most likely 
to be created, strained, or lost over a program’s evolution. 
Figure 1 summarizes recurring conditions observed 

across the three cases rather than a universal or linear life
cycle. Programs may enter, revisit, or exit these conditions 
in different sequences depending on leadership transitions, 
institutional support, and external disruptions. The figure 
is intended as a diagnostic aid to help practitioners antici
pate when the sustainability challenges summarized in the 
challenge-response table are most likely to emerge. 
Across the cases examined, three recurring conditions 

were associated with different moments of program devel
opment and early success. Early formation reflects periods 
of program champion entrepreneurship in which found
ing champions work with limited supporters and resources 
to navigate regulatory and organizational structures under 
conditions of high uncertainty. During validation (observed 
in Cases A and B), programs may experience moments of 
early success, when student participation grows, partner 
engagement increases, and perceived program value rises, 
often reducing attention to longer-term sustainability risks. 
Case C, by contrast, did not experience these early divi

dends as weak student demand and a temporary leadership 
vacuum limited the development of key IOU mechanisms, 
particularly interpersonal relationships and role redun
dancy, during its initial formation. 
Disruption functions not as a discrete stage, but as an 

intervening event that stresses one or more IOU mecha
nisms. Such disruptions include leadership turnover, part
ner changes, regulatory shifts, or external shocks such as 
COVID-19. Disruption is consequential precisely because it 
exposes weaknesses in one or more IOU mechanisms. This 
most commonly includes undocumented processes, over-
reliance on individual champions, or fragile relational con
tinuity. If redesign is needed, active intervention follows 
with reconfiguration, renewed leadership structures, and 
adjusted resource alignment intended to restore or sustain 
program viability. 
In all three cases, preparation during earlier conditions, 

particularly documentation, relationship diversification, 
and shared ownership, was associated with greater re
silience when disruption occurred. Case A benefited from 
relationship maintenance and documentation during 
COVID, while Case B lacked such preparation. Case C ben
efited from embedding the vulnerable program component 
within a broader strategic partnership. 
Used diagnostically, the recurring conditions framework 

helps practitioners anticipate where disruption is most 
likely to have consequential effects and when targeted in
tervention may be required, rather than assuming programs 
move predictably through a fixed sequence. 
The structural alignment framework explains how differ

ent organizational configurations either reinforce or under
mine the four IOU mechanisms. These configurations may 
coexist or shift over time within a single program. 
Programs characterized by program champion entrepre

neurship rely heavily on individual initiative and informal 
coordination. In IOU terms, this configuration concentrates 
relational continuity and operational memory in individu
als, leaving role redundancy and institutional support un
derdeveloped. In such configurations, continuity depends 
on the presence and availability of the champion’s tacit 
knowledge, relationships, and decision authority. As illus
trated by Case B, this model can enable rapid program 
launch and early success, but can also become highly vul
nerable during disruption or leadership transition when 
documentation, succession planning, and institutional 
backup are absent. 
Programs exhibiting program champion entrepreneur

ship with institutional support combined initiative with 
workload recognition, administrative assistance, and 
emerging documentation practices. In Case A, this con
figuration supported recovery following disruption when 
combined with relationship maintenance and operational 
documentation, though continued sustainability remained 
sensitive to program champion continuity. 
Programs that were embedded within broader institu

tional structures benefited from shared ownership, clearer 
role definition, proportional resource allocation, and delib
erate leadership transition planning in these cases. How
ever, programs with high levels of institutional support but 
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unclear program champion roles can remain vulnerable if 
leadership responsibilities are not clearly assigned and sup
ported, underscoring that alignment, not institutionaliza
tion alone, shapes resilience. In Case C, embedding the 
vulnerable undergraduate pathway within a strategically 

valued partnership with a motivated program champion en
abled redesign and renewal rather than termination. 
In diagnostic terms, sustainability outcomes varied ac

cording to whether resource alignment supported interper
sonal continuity, preserved operational memory, enabled 
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role redundancy, and scaled proportional institutional sup
port appropriately at critical moments. Used diagnostically, 
the resource alignment framework helps practitioners as
sess whether program demands and available support are 
appropriately matched when the sustainability challenges 
summarized in the challenge-response table arise. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY 
ADMINISTRATORS 

Across the cases, program sustainability depended less on 
the presence of formal agreements than on institutional 
readiness for leadership change. Three priorities emerge. 

ALIGN INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT WITH PROGRAM 
DEMANDS 

Administrators influence outcomes by aligning workload 
recognition, funding, and administrative support with lead
ership demands. Misalignment proved a central vulnerabil
ity across cases, echoing recent work on faculty develop
ment programs that identifies organizational support and 
faculty knowledge-building as key drivers of sustainability 
(Avendano, Usta, & Kundu, 2026). 

INSTITUTIONALIZE OPERATIONAL MEMORY AND 
SUCCESSION PLANNING 

Requiring documentation of partnerships, processes, and 
decision histories before leadership transitions occur re
duces fragility. Embedding succession planning into regular 
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program review cycles, rather than waiting for disruption, 
strengthens continuity. 

REASSESS PROGRAMS AT STRATEGIC INFLECTION 
POINTS 

Treating IB programs as a portfolio rather than isolated ini
tiatives enables shared infrastructure and proportional in
vestment. Conducting explicit reviews during growth, stag
nation, or leadership turnover helps prevent avoidable 
collapse. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROGRAM 
CHAMPIONS 

Program champions play a central role in program creation 
and early success, but the cases demonstrate the risks of 
concentrating knowledge and responsibility in specific in
dividuals. Three lessons stand out. 

DISTRIBUTE RELATIONAL OWNERSHIP EARLY 

Programs were more resilient when leaders cultivated mul
tiple partner relationships beyond a single individual. In
volving secondary faculty or administrators before tran
sitions occurred reduced dependence on founders and 
strengthened relational continuity. 

DOCUMENT BEFORE DISRUPTION 

Operational knowledge should be recorded and shared 
rather than held informally. Case A illustrates how partial 
documentation reduced recovery costs, while Case B high
lights the consequences of knowledge concentration. 

ANTICIPATE TRANSITION RATHER THAN REACT TO IT 

Moments of growth, underperformance, or leadership 
change should trigger strategic reassessment. Proactive at
tention to role redundancy and institutional alignment im
proved resilience. 
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CONCLUSION 

International business programs often originate through 
entrepreneurial program champion initiative, yet their 
long-term value depends on surviving leadership transi
tions and external disruption. Analysis of three contrasting 
cases shows that outcomes were shaped less by formal 
agreements than by preparation undertaken before disrup
tion. This included documentation, alignment between 
leadership demands and institutional support, and how 
well programs were embedded within broader strategic re
lationships. 
Taken together, the findings suggest that IB program 

sustainability hinges less on program format or origin than 
on how effectively institutions preserve and renew the four 
IOU mechanisms across disruptions. These patterns are 
consistent with prior research on program sustainability, 
which emphasizes that endurance depends on the ongoing 
fit between program demands, leadership capacity, and or
ganizational support rather than adherence to a single op
timal model (Scheirer, 2005). Framed diagnostically, the 
article offers institutions a structured way to anticipate vul
nerability before disruption escalates. 
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