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This study examines the contributions of internationally educated STEM graduates sent from and
returned to higher education institutions in developing contexts, highlighting their integration
and impact within these organizational environments. Using qualitative data collected in multiple
phases between 2017 and 2023,it explores the dynamics of individual agency, institutional
support, and structural barriers faced by returnees. Drawing on interviews and surveys with 26
unique participants—including 19 MJEED graduates and 7 academic leaders across two Mon-
golian universities—the study demonstrate that although graduates experience significant pro-
fessional transformation during their studies abroad, their ability to effectively apply newly
acquired knowledge is often constrained by rigid organizational climates, misaligned roles, and
limited resources. Nonetheless, returnees proactively leveraged their international networks and
formed alliances to advance research and curriculum development. This study highlights the need
for higher education institutions to adopt flexible employment practices and foster supportive
organizational climates to maximize the potential of internationally educated scholars. In doing
so, it uniquely contributes to ongoing scholarly conversations on international education, STEM
capacity-building, and addressing institutional inequities in higher education.

1. Introduction

Governments in low- and middle-income countries often employ international higher education scholarships as a strategic tool to
develop a skilled workforce capable of driving national and organizational development. These scholarships provide top talents access
to advanced educational systems, state-of-the-art technologies, and globally recognized institutions (Campbell & Neff, 2020; Dassin &
Navarette, 2018; Perna & Jumakulov, 2015). The underlying expectation is that scholarship recipients will acquire valuable knowl-
edge, establish international professional networks (Amazan, 2014; Campbell, 2016), and return to their home countries to foster
progress in their institutions and societies (Jonbekova et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Concurrently, host countries and universities
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benefit from attracting highly skilled international students, strengthening international partnerships, and advancing political and
academic collaborations (Barker, 2022; Hilal, 2013).

However, despite these optimistic expectations, the effective integration and practical application of internationally gained
knowledge within home institutions are far from guaranteed. Structural barriers, rigid employment systems, and resource limitations
often undermine the potential impact of returnees, particularly in developing regions (Tharenou & Seet, 2014; Chu et al., 2024). While
substantial literature highlights the transformative personal and professional growth resulting from international exposure and intense
learning environment (Kumi-Yeboah & James, 2014), less research has addressed how organizational environments shape returnees’
capabilities to effectively apply these transformations (Hao & Welch, 2012; Shen et al., 2023). This gap is particularly evident in
discussions about the Global South, where higher education institutions (HEIs) face unique constraints in leveraging the expertise of
internationally educated graduates (Kayashima et al., 2024).

Mongolia provides a particularly illustrative context for examining this issue. Positioned between Russia and China, Mongolia has
increasingly broadened its academic mobility beyond these immediate neighbors to cultivate a globally competent workforce. Since
transitioning to democracy in 1990, internation education and academic mobility have played a central role in Mongolia’s higher
education strategy, with initiatives aimed at strengthening institutions, improving academic programs, and enhancing university
governance (Asian Development Bank ADB, 2011; HERP, n.d). More recently, the Mongolian government has prioritized the devel-
opment of research universities as part of its broader strategy for national development agenda (Tamir et al., 2024). Key goals of this
initiative include improving research capacity, fostering international academic collaborations, and securing funding for research
initiatives (MoE. Ministry of Education and Science 2024). Nevertheless, significant gaps persist, particularly as less than the 39 % of
Mongolian university faculty hold doctoral degrees (MoE, 2024), highlighting the critical need to enhance institutional capacity
through international education opportunities.

The Mongolian Engineering Higher Education Development (MJEED) Project, launched in 2014 and funded by Japan’s Official
Development Assistance (ODA) provides a unique and valuable case study. The MJEED program aims to modernize engineering ed-
ucation at the National University of Mongolia (NUM) and the Mongolian University of Science and Technology (MUST). Unlike
broader international scholarship programs that often feature general or governmental placements, the MJEED program specifically
targets placements within university departments, aiming to modernize engineering education at the National University of Mongolia
(NUM) and the Mongolian University of Science and Technology (MUST). This structured placement is designed to ensure that
graduates directly contribute to curriculum enhancement, research capacity, and teaching excellence at their respective universities
(MJEED n.d).

Despite Japan’s extensive investments in ODA aimed at human resource development and technology transfer (Yamada, 2016),
limited research examines how graduates reintegrate and apply their international education in their home countries. A global study
on Japanese government scholarship graduates found that many in East and Southeast Asia considered their Japanese education highly
relevant to their professional work (MEXT, 2011). However, it remains unclear how these graduates navigate institutional constraints
and apply their knowledge in home contexts, particularly in the Global South.

This study explicitly addresses this research gap by examining how internationally educated graduates from the MJEED program
integrate within their home university departments and contribute to the institutional development in Mongolia. Using a multi-phase
qualitative research design conducted between 2017 and 2023, the study explores the interplay between individual agency, institu-
tional support, and structural constraints. It uniquely focuses on graduates’ specific job placements, allowing an in-depth examination
of the conditions necessary for effective translation of individual educational gains into organizational improvements.

Findings underscore the dual importance of individual agency and supportive institutional climates in leveraging the potential of
returnees. While many graduates develop innovative research practices and expand global networks, their impact is often constrained
by structural barriers such as misaligned roles, bureaucratic hurdles, and limited resources. However, those who actively build alli-
ances and utilize international networks are better positioned to overcome these challenges. These insights have significant impli-
cations for policymakers, university leaders, and scholarship providers aiming to optimize the outcomes of international education.

Specifically, this study makes a distinctive contribution to the literature on international scholarships by focusing explicitly on
STEM international education and the structured work-placement model employed upon graduation—an approach rarely explored in
existing scholarship research. By examining the experiences of graduates from the Mongolian-Japanese Engineering Higher Education
Development (MJEED) program, this study highlights how designated work placements impact the translation of international
educational gains into organizational development. The following section situates this study within the broader historical and insti-
tutional context of Mongolia’s higher education system, introducing the MJEED program model.

2. The context

Like many former Soviet countries, during the Soviet era (1921-1990), Mongolia sent its elites and professionals to the Soviet Union
and other communist countries for advanced education. Following the transition to democracy in 1990, Mongolia’s international
education landscape diversified significantly, with increasing numbers of students pursuing degrees in countries such as China, South
Korea, Japan, and the United States. Despite these developments, comprehensive data on study-abroad students and their long-term
outcomes remain limited, leaving a critical gap in understanding how these graduates contribute to national development.

While a large number of Mongolian students studied in the Soviet Union between 1921 and 1990s (Tenhunen, 2025), between
1999-2018 in average 20 % of Mongolian students studied in China (Kwak & Chankseliani, 2023). Both Russia and China provide
government scholarships to Mongolian students. Since the 2000s, South Korea has also become a significant destination, particularly
due to strong economic and labor relationships, attracting Mongolian students primarily in vocational and technology-related fields.
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However, despite over 20 different intergovernmental scholarship programs available, none offer a structured, systematic approach
comparable to Japan’s Mongolian-Japanese Engineering Higher Education Development (MJEED) program.

Japan, though geographically less immediate compared to Russia and China, has become a critical funder and partner in Mon-
golia’s higher education, particularly in STEM fields. As of 2023, 3453 Mongolian students were studying in Japan, with more than 250
enrolled in doctoral programs with a notable proportion pursuing degrees in STEM disciplines (Embassy of Mongolia in Japan, 2023).
Japan’s involvement, prominently through initiatives like the MJEED program, stems from broader diplomatic and development
cooperation goals aimed at strengthening Mongolia’s technological and educational capacities. Unlike typical scholarship arrange-
ments, the MJEED program uniquely integrates student sponsorship with institutional capacity-building, explicitly targeting the
development of Mongolian higher education institutions.

To address these reintegration challenges and enhance higher education capacity, the Mongolian government launched the MJEED
program in 2014. This initiative targets advancement of engineering education at the National University of Mongolia (NUM) and the
Mongolian University of Science and Technology (MUST) by fostering joint research, upgrading laboratories, and sending junior re-
searchers to Japan for graduate degrees. Funded through an ODA loan from the Japanese government with reduced interest, the
program uniquely selected and funded 20 university projects, providing essential laboratory equipment and support for local team
assistantships (JICA, 2014). The prospective graduate students are nominated by the universities and are paired with Japanese in-
stitutions primarily through research projects established by Mongolian university departments, facilitated by project leaders or
previous scholars.

All degrees pursued under the MJEED program are primarily conducted in English, with approximately 5 % completed in Japanese.
Students also receive Japanese language training and complete the Japanese Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) (MJEED, n.d.). During
their studies, participants engage in rigorous academic programs, professional skill-building, and community-oriented activities such
as industry visits. These experiences are designed to equip graduates with advanced research and teaching skills, professional net-
works, and broadened perspectives on education and research (See Fig. 1).

Upon completion of their degrees, grantees are contractually required to return to Mongolia and work at their home institutions for
at least five years, with real estate collateral deposits enforcing this commitment. This structured return pathway aims to ensure that
graduates contribute to research, teaching, and curriculum development, addressing the critical need for highly qualified faculty in
Mongolian HEIs. As of early 2024, 91 grantees have graduated, with 85 actively employed in Mongolian universities.

The MJEED program aligns with Mongolia’s broader ambitions to enhance its higher education system. Efforts to establish research
universities, improve research capacity, and align with international standards have been central to the government’s strategy. For
example, the Government of Mongolia’s 2016-2020 project sought to elevate four state-owned universities into Asia’s top 200 in-
stitutions. Although this goal remains unmet, the emphasis on research-based teaching, university-industry partnerships, and inter-
national collaborations continues to shape the higher education landscape (Gundsambuu, 2019). The MJEED program exemplifies this
vision, addressing critical gaps in faculty qualifications and research infrastructure while fostering global academic connections.

These efforts reflect a broader recognition that international collaborations are vital for addressing structural challenges in higher
education, particularly in developing contexts. By equipping graduates with the tools and networks to navigate and transform their
institutional environments, the MJEED program offers valuable insights into the role of targeted scholarship initiatives in advancing
higher education development.

3. Literature review

International higher education scholarships are recognized as critical tools for fostering development in home countries by
facilitating human capital development. Campbell & Neff (2020) identified six main rationales for international scholarships: 1) skills
and human capital development, 2) diplomatic relations, 3) social change, 4) sustainable development, 5) university internationali-
zation, and 6) expanded access to higher education. Among these, government scholarship programs in the Global South

Mongolian Engineering Higher Education Development (MJEED) Scholarship
Theory of Change (Graduate Degree Programs in Japan)

* Eligibility requirements: ) * Financial support (full \ /' Academic experience \\ . * Graduate degree [+ Research ‘
* Faculty member or scholarship+stipend) (coursework etc) * Academic and research skills : !+ Teaching :
rc.scarchcr.al target HEIs * Full time study in Japanese * Research * Professional networks . '+ Curriculum development :
* Field (engineering, graduate school (Master’s * Activities to develop other * Newfound perspectives on !+ Social i
technology, and natural (2yrs) or PhD Program professional skills (e.g. Mongolia, education and » i
sciences) i (3yrs)) academic conferences, research '
* “3‘{9 good language skills * Program & Logistic support fieldwork) !
* Selection process: from program office in + Community engagement !
+ Nomination by a research Mongolia and Japan / \ (e.g. visit to industries) ) y
team leader / \ /
« Institutional selection - -
* Ministry of Education to
approve Scholarship contract includes:

~ * Real state collateral deposit
* 5-year-work condition at home HEIs upon graduation/return

Fig. 1. MJEED scholarship program logic model.
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predominantly aim at developing human capital and skills, particularly in STEM disciplines closely tied to national economic
advancement strategies (Perna et al., 2014; British Council, 2014).

The individual impact of study abroad is well-documented, highlighting its influence on graduates’ personal and professional
trajectories (Collins et al., 2017; Holloway & Jons, 2012), their perspective transformations, and the expansion of social networks
(Amazan, 2014). Beyond individual gains, there is growing recognition of broader organizational impacts (Wang et al., 2024).
Lopez-Murillo (2023) documented that Mexican government scholarship recipients contributed to their home institutions by
enhancing research capabilities, introducing advanced technologies, and establishing top-tier laboratory conditions that elevated
institutional performance. Returnees contribute significantly to institutional capacity-building by transferring advanced knowledge,
research skills, and innovative pedagogical practices, as demonstrated by China’s Thousand Talent Program (Hao & Welch, 2012). In
Southeast Asia, rapid massification and internationalization of higher education have accentuated the transformative role of returnees
within their home institutions. Initiatives such as the ASEAN University Network foster cross-border collaborations, integrate inter-
national perspectives into curricula, and strengthen academic programs (Neubauer and Ho, 2024). Returnees in this region frequently
strengthen research and teaching capacities by promoting international networks and applying best practices acquired abroad
(Kayashima & Asada, 2024). These organizational contributions underscore the importance of supportive institutional frameworks for
maximizing the benefits of returnees’ international training (Wang et al., 2024).

Beyond the organizational level, international education also generates significant societal impacts. Paige et al. (2009) found that
returnees often show increased civic engagement, higher rate of voluntary work, and a stronger inclination towards social entre-
preneurship. Chankseliani & Kwak (2025) highlight that international student mobility significantly influences broader societal
development goals, including poverty reduction, economic growth, and international diplomacy, although these outcomes are highly
dependent on the effective organizational integration of returnees. Campbell and Baxter (2019) found that alumni networks in
Mongolia, Ghana, and Georgia evolved into critical platforms for mobilizing collective action for social change. Dassin et al. (2018)
emphasize the importance of structured social networks among alumni, noting their potential to catalyze positive social change
through collective action. However, Campbell and Baxter (2019) also highlight that organizational sustainability, autonomy, and clear
goals significantly influence the effectiveness of these networks in achieving sustained social change.

Literature also emphasizes the reintegration challenges that hinder returnees’ potential contributions, particularly in contexts of
rigid institutional structures and cultural resistance (Chu et al., 2024; Tharenou & Seet, 2014). Kwak & Chankseliani (2023) and
Chankseliani and Kwak (2025) underscore through their series of research the complexity of reintegration, noting barriers like
resistance to innovation and infrastructural deficits which limit the effective utilization of returnees’ expertise. Similarly, Kenney et al.
(2013) argue that returnee contributions often require pre-existing local structures and supportive policies to realize their potential in
stimulating high-tech industries. Dai & Liu (2009) emphasized that tailored support systems and conducive organizational climates
can facilitate the reintegration of returnees, enabling them to bridge international expertise with local needs.

In Mongolia, returnees’ contributions address critical gaps in higher education and research capacity. Mongolian alumni from
government-sponsored scholarships, exhibit strong motivation to contribute to national development and engage proactively in
community and institutional improvement (Enkhtur, 2019). However, systemic challenges, including unsupportive work environ-
ments and limited professional growth opportunities persist (Enkhtur, 2020). A 2016 survey conducted by the Ulaanbaatar City Youth
Development Center (2016), involving 700 study abroad returnees, highlighted key issues such as low salaries, bureaucratic in-
efficiencies, poor working conditions, limited job opportunities, systemic corruption, inadequate institutional support, and negative
perceptions toward foreign-educated graduates. Alarmingly, only 54 % of respondents secured employment in their respective fields of
study, with notably higher unemployment among women.

Recent amendments to higher education law have redefined the role of research and innovation within universities. The 2023
amendments introduced the term “research university” and emphasized the societal contributions of higher education, with provisions
for government funding to advance research aligned with national priorities (Law on Higher Education, 2023). Furthermore, a joint
statement by six national universities Mongolian National University of Medical Sciences (2022) mandated international journal
publications as a criterion for academic advancement, highlighting an intensified focus on international competitiveness (MUST, n.d.).
These developments underscore the renewed significance of returnees’ contributions.

While scholarship programs often assume that returnees’ mere presence in home countries will ensure the application of their new
knowledge and skills (Dassin & Navarrete, 2018), success in reintegration frequently depends on the organizational and structural
conditions they face. Institutional support, access to resources, and opportunities for collaboration are pivotal in enabling returnees to
use their international education for local innovation. Although existing studies affirm the vital role of returnees in strengthening
institutional capacity, research, and innovation in their home countries (Wang et al., 2024), significant gaps remain in understanding
how university placements of returnees, particularly in STEM academic mobility, influence graduates to effectively leverage their
training upon return. This study draws from multiple theoretical perspectives, to examine how Mongolian-Japanese Engineering
Higher Education Development (MJEED) graduates navigate organizational climates and employ individual transformed perspectives
and agency to enhance engineering higher education development in Mongolia.

4. Theoretical framework

This study applies several theoretical frameworks to examine how international education influences graduates’ contributions to
their home institutions. Transformative Learning, Human Capital, Agency, and Organizational Climate theories provide a compre-
hensive lens for understanding how graduates navigate and impact the organizational environments they re-enter.

Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory (1991) suggests that adult learners experience significant cognitive and perceptual
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shifts when exposed to new, challenging situations like studying abroad. Through critical reflection, dialogue, and experimentation,
individuals can reassess and reconstruct assumptions, developing perspectives that enable them to make informed, socially conscious
contributions upon their return. Graduate-level international education often serves as a “disorienting dilemma,” prompting this
transformation and allowing individuals to critically evaluate prior beliefs and values (Glisczinski, 2007). This transformative process
equips returnees with new approaches to address local challenges and foster innovation within their institutions, as Kumi-Yeboah &
James (2014) have shown. The personal and professional growth gained abroad thus forms the basis for meaningful contributions to
home institutions.

Many government-sponsored scholarship programs are grounded in Human Capital Theory, as introduced by Schutz (1967) and
later expanded by Becker (1993). This theory views education as an investment that enhances individuals’ productivity and societal
value (McMahon, 2009). For international scholarship programs, the assumption is that students who acquire advanced knowledge
and skills abroad will return with increased capacity to drive national and institutional development (Perna et al., 2014). Human
capital theory thus provides a rationale for expecting graduates to leverage their technical expertise in enhancing organizational
performance and advancing research and teaching practices in their home contexts. In this study, the theory underscores how in-
ternational graduate education builds technical and intellectual capacity, allowing individuals to make significant contributions to
higher education institutions upon return.

Agency, as conceptualized by Emirbayer and Mische (1998), is critical in understanding the capacity of graduates to apply their
international education within often restrictive organizational settings. Agency theory emphasizes the ability of individuals to act
independently and exercise control over their choices despite broader social constraints. Graduates often encounter structural or
institutional barriers; however, their agency allows them to find innovative ways to overcome obstacles and apply their skills. Studies
such as Tran and Vu (2018) illustrate how international graduates exercise agency by resisting institutional limitations, forming
networks, and creating alliances to enact change. This study explores how graduates use agency to navigate institutional constraints
and make meaningful contributions within Mongolian higher education.

Organizational climate, defined by Ehrhart and Schneider (2016), refers to members’ collective interpretations of organizational
events, practices, and behaviors, influencing how supportive or obstructive work settings can be. This climate significantly affects the
success of returnees’ reintegration and contributions. Research highlights the impact of organizational climate on outcomes such as
faculty retention (Verma and Kaur, 2024), burnout (Dinibutun et al., 2020), and knowledge management (Al-Kurdi et al., 2020). In
academic contexts, factors like relationships and trust play pivotal roles, with positive climates fostering open communication,
knowledge sharing, and collaboration (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012), which support faculty productivity (Campbell & O’Meara, 2014).
Mamiseishvili and Lee (2018) demonstrated that departmental climate affects international faculty satisfaction with decision-making
autonomy, indicating the importance of supportive structures for reintegration.

A supportive organizational climate enables returnees to integrate their knowledge, innovate, and collaborate, while negative
climates—characterized by bureaucratic hurdles, limited resources, and rigid structures—can stifle their contributions (Ndreka, 2021;
Shen et al., 2023). For example, studies on Chinese returnees (Jiang, Mok, & Shen, 2020) show that balancing the demands of local
norms with the standards of international academia requires careful navigation. However, limited research explores how organiza-
tional climate affects returnees specifically within developing country contexts, such as Mongolia’s higher education institutions.

5. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research approach, with data collected through three distinct phases to explore MJEED graduates’
learning experiences in Japan, their reintegration into Mongolian HEIs, and leadership perspectives on their contributions (see
Table 1) involving, 19 returnees and 7 leaders (26 unique participants) across two institutions. Collaborating with the MJEED program
administrator, researchers distributed invitations to program participants and returnees. Table 2 presents the demographic infor-
mation of participants across the three phases of data collection.

In Phase 1 (2017), the first author conducted a survey with 16 MJEED scholarship students while they were pursuing their graduate
studies in Japan. This survey included open-ended questions such as, "How do you plan to utilize your knowledge and skills after you
complete your program?" and focused on learning experiences, future plans, and perspective shifts. Sixteen students (10 males, 6
females), aged 20s-30 s, responded, providing initial insights into how they expected to apply their international education upon
returning to Mongolia. Participants had diverse employment backgrounds, ranging from full-time faculty members to those without
prior HEIs experience.

In Phase 2 (2021-2022), the first, third, and the fourth authors conducted semi-structured interviews with 11 returnees (4 males, 7

Table 1
Three phases of data collection.
Phase Data Type Participants Year Number of Note
Participants
Phase Questionnaire with open- MJEED Graduate 2017 16 Questions focused on learning experiences, future plans,
1 ended questions students in Japan and shifts in perspective.
Phase Semi-structured Interviews MJEED Returnees 2021- 11 In-depth interviews exploring challenges and
2 2022 opportunities in applying skills in Mongolian HEIs.
Phase Semi-structured Interviews Faculty in leadership 2023 7 Interviews with deans and research leaders supervising
3 positions the graduates, focusing on institutional factors.
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Table 2
Participants’ demographic information.
Phase Number of participants Gender Age Range Program level/Degree Position
Phase 1 16 Male: 10 20-25: 8 Master’s: 8 (Prior to study abroad)
Female: 6 26-30: 4 PhD: 8 Full-time faculty member/researcher: 11
31-35:3 Private sector: 2
36-40: 1 No work experience: 2
Government agenc: 1
Phase 2 11 Male: 4 20-25: 0 Master’s: 5 Full-time faculty member: 4
Female: 7 26-30: 5 PhD: 6 Full-time researcher: 5
31-35:3 Part-time in HEI: 1
36-40: 3 Do not work in HEI: 1
Phase 3 7 Male: 6 36-40: 1 PhD: 7 Senior administrator (Dean or department head): 2
Female: 1 41-45: 1 Professor: 4
46-50: 2 Associate professor: 1
51+:3

females), aged 26-40, to explore their post-return experiences. Fifty percent of participants (3 male, 5 female) from the phase 1
participated in phase 2. The interviews explored organizational support, challenges in knowledge application, and reintegration
dynamics within HEIs. The returnees had various academic positions, providing a rich qualitative dataset for understanding the
complexities of transitioning back into Mongolian academic landscape.

In Phase 3 (2023), the first, second, and the third authors interviewed seven senior level faculty members (6 males, 1 female) who
held supervisory roles over returnees. Aged 36-51+, all participants had doctoral degrees and occupied roles as deans, department
heads, or professors. The interviews gathered insights into institutional expectations for the returning graduates, how returnees’ in-
ternational education was perceived and utilized within departments, and the challenges faced by both institutions and returnees in
fostering knowledge transfer and research development.

Interview protocols and consent forms were shared with participants prior to the interviews, which were conducted individually
via Zoom in Mongolian. Each session lasted between 60 to 90 minutes and was audio-recorded with consent. Reflective notes were
recorded post-interview by researchers to capture observations, which were shared within the team for consistent analysis. Finally, all
audio recordings were transcribed into text before analysis.

5.1. Data analysis

Data analysis employed a thematic approach, as defined by Braun and Clarke (2006), which involves identifying, analyzing, and
reporting patterns within data. This study specifically utilized “latent level” thematic analysis, which examines underlying ideas and
assumptions rather than merely surface-level content (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.13). This depth allowed for a comprehensive under-
standing of participants’ meanings and intentions. NVivo software was used to organize the data, systematically coding and developing
themes. The data from the three phases were triangulated to provide a holistic view of the graduates’ progression from students in
Japan to professionals in Mongolia. This triangulation, integrating both graduates’ and supervisors’ perspectives, added robustness
and depth to the findings.

5.2. Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional review boards, and all participants were informed of the study’s
purpose, providing written consent before participation. To ensure confidentiality, participant identities were anonymized, and
pseudonyms are used throughout the study to protect their privacy.

5.3. Positionality

All authors are native Mongolian with study experience in Japan. All researchers except the first author were affiliated with the two
national universities and had insider knowledge of institutional context. The third author, an alumna of the MJEED program, has
actively engaged with other alumni by forming an alumni group to discuss shared challenges, limitations, and contributions within
their institutions. In 2017, the first author conducted research on MJEED students in Japan as part of her doctoral research, initially
approaching the third author as a participant. Following this initial interaction, the third author initiated collaboration on this study to
illustrate returnees’ experiences comprehensively. Recognizing these relationships allows for a deeper understanding of the context
and interpretation of findings, though careful steps were taken throughout the study to minimize bias and accurately represent par-
ticipants’ perspectives.
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6. Findings
6.1. Individual learning experiences in Japan and motivation to “give back”

During their graduate education in Japan, the MJEED grantees expressed a strong sense of duty to apply their new knowledge in
Mongolia, aiming to enhance engineering education. Participants emphasized ambitions to “improve” engineering curricula, “intro-
duce” or “localize” new technologies or research methods, and to “contribute” to preparing engineers and researchers in Mongolia to a
“global standard”. This indicates a clear sense of responsibility to apply newly acquired knowledge for national development—a
pattern consistent with the broader objectives of international capacity-building programs (Perna et al., 2014).

The learning experience in Japan provided both technical skills and exposure to advanced research environments. Notably, the
MJEED program facilitated joint research projects between Mongolian and Japanese researchers, which not only strengthened indi-
vidual research skills but also fostered bilateral academic collaboration. For instance, one grantee shared, “My supervisor asked me to
study the airspace law and public policy because he knew that our work in Mongolia would involve not just research not also advocacy
works and public awareness campaigns™ (Taivan, senior lecturer). This illustrates how the program prepared graduates for practical,
real-world applications of their education.

While most grantees experienced substantial growth, learning quality varied. A project leader at NUM, Saikhan said,

We cannot generalize returnees’ level of knowledge and skills. While some went through a challenging program and completed
advanced research works, some grantees who went to a very rural university did not develop much international networks;
many did not learn Japanese; thus, did not develop rich cultural understanding. And some barely graduated from their labs
(Saikhan, project leader).

Despite these differences, a “perspective transformation” (Mezirow, 1991) was evident among the grantees, which involved a shift
from traditional, hierarchical modes of learning toward more critical and flexible thinking, particularly regarding research method-
ologies and academic practices. Thirteen out of sixteen participants questioned their previously accepted “norms and values” regarding
research and their field of studies, reflecting an intellectual shift often associated with immersive international education. One Master’s
student remarked, “I'm learning how to hold an academic discussion with my lab members and the supervising professor. Before, I
used to just accept the professor’s views, but now I understand that it’s best to think more flexibly.” A doctoral student echoed this
change, stating, “I became more pragmatic towards any issue. For example, based on thinking thoroughly about the possible outcomes
of my actions, such as experiments, I would act. In other words, I think more carefully before saying or doing anything.” These quotes
illustrate a shift from a passive acceptance of authority to a more engaged and practical approach to learning, which participants later
applied in their academic and professional work in Mongolia. This perspective transformation influenced not only their research
approaches to research but also their interactions with students, and teaching methods. As Jargal, a lecturer, explained, “I listen to
students and ask them to freely express their ideas, instead of just lecturing them”. This shift in pedagogical practice highlights the
broad impact of their transformative experiences abroad.

6.2. Structural barriers to reintegration and integration

Upon returning to Mongolia, MJEED graduates encountered bureaucratic and structural obstacles that tested their capacity for
individual agency. Although the binding contractual agreements guaranteed job placements at universities upon return, these
agreements primarily benefited those who had held full-time faculty positions prior to studying abroad. For these individuals, the
return to academic roles involved minimal friction, as senior lecturer Bolor recounted, “returning to work as a faculty member was very
straightforward as I adhered to the contract requirement to complete my Ph.D. on time.” These returnees automatically advanced in
their positions due to their PhD degrees. Misheel, senior lecturer said, “if you receive a PhD degree, regardless of where you completed
it or your achievements, lecturers automatically advance to senior lecturers positions.”

However, graduates without pre-existing full-time roles faced substantial challenges and were compelled to actively exercise their
agency to navigate reentry barriers. Dulam, for example, described significant bureaucratic hurdles: “I had to wait months to get back
to work. There were a lot of faculty-level, university-level meetings that I had to go through. It felt like, despite having the agreement,
they were not ready for me.” This sentiment was echoed by Tumur, who experienced a significant mismatch between his advanced
qualifications and assigned role, stating, “The contract has no effect on employment. The employer does not bear any legal re-
sponsibility for properly employing the graduate. A technician’s job here does not require specialized knowledge.” Despite having PhD
degree, Tumur was offered with a technician’s position, an entry level job an undergraduate degree holder that requires no specialized
knowledge.

These examples highlight a significant gap between the institutional agreements and their actual implementation of these
agreements. Many graduates expressed frustration at being offered positions suitable for by less-qualified candidates or that did not
align with their expertise, significantly diminishing their professional motivation and satisfaction. Bold, a senior lecturer, reflected on
this disconnect, stating, “It was crushing to feel that I was not valued at all for my research when they offered me a part-time job.”
Returnees had various plans to update curricula, introduce new research seminars, initiate collaborative research projects, apply for
patents, participate in international conferences. However, when limited by inappropriate job placements and lack of acknowl-
edgements or incentives for their achievements during their study abroad, their ability to leverage their international experiences for
institutional development was severely constrained, causing some graduates to lose motivation.

These mismatches underscore systemic deficiencies, limiting the effective use of human capital and diminishing graduates’
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professional motivation and satisfaction. This disconnect between graduates’ qualifications and their assigned roles highlights a
critical gap in Mongolian higher education institutions’ capacity to fully leverage substantial investments in human capital through
international education programs.

6.3. Organizational climate: Fragmentation and institutional support

Generational and ideological divides within departments exacerbated the challenges faced by MJEED returnees. As Khulan, a
researcher, noted significant departmental fragmentation, “There were lots of factions by whose team they belong, or whose student
that person is.” These divisions, often aligned by seniority and educational background, created a “Balkanized” environment
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) marked by insulated subgroups, which discouraged knowledge sharing and collaboration due to a lack of
trust and shared values.

Departmental climate and collegiality were essential to job performance and satisfaction, yet many returnees encountered a
politicized and unfriendly atmosphere. Pagva, an associate professor, described this hostility: “Last year when I got employed in the
department, the senior faculty members...did not like it...And when I supervised one undergraduate student’s thesis, they gave that
student O [score] without asking anything.” Tuvshin, a lecturer, similarly noted, “It has become part of the culture to treat your
‘enemy’s’ students unfairly harshly.” Such hostilities impacted both returnees and their students, as professionalism often often taking
backseat to personal biases. Importantly, participants clarified that such hostility was not reflective of their doctoral experiences in
Japan but rather was rooted in pre-existing local institutional dynamics, revealing longstanding internal challenges within Mongolian
higher education institutions.

Conversely, supportive leadership and collegiality significantly enhanced returnees’ ability to integrate and thrive, allowing them
to join research projects or move up the positions within the department. Orkhon, a lecturer, highlighted the positive impact of
supportive colleagues, “After working for one year as a lab technician, I became a teacher with the support of the department faculty.”
Bolor, a research institute director, also emphasized the crucial role of supportive leadership in fostering a welcoming climate, “The
junior faculty members that went to Japan after me from our department all knew that I was expecting them to come back and work
with me.” Effective leaders in supportive departments were typically those who valued international education experiences, held
positions enabling them to influence department policies, and were often alumni or had previously effectively collaborated with in-
ternational scholars, thus deeply understanding returnees’ potential contributions. Senior administrator Erdene elaborated on this
point: "Leaders who had studied abroad themselves are particularly effective in fostering a supportive environment because they
appreciated the difficulties of reintegration and actively facilitated opportunities for returnees."

Institutional reforms, including merit-based evaluation system that emphasizes research and publication further supported re-
turnees. As former dean Od noted, “We now have evaluations for faculty members...This makes the research work more appealing and
easier to be translated to promotion.” This transition from the ambiguous post-Soviet model that lacked clear evaluations to more clear,
point-based system enabled MJEED graduates to advance based on objective performance measures. Additionally, accreditation
processes provided opportunities for returnees to influence curriculum development. Nomin, a graduate, commented, “The accredi-
tation process...has allowed us to systematically review and update our curricula.”

The MJEED program’s start-up funds, which cover essential equipment costs and supporting temporary positions, also significantly
facilitated returnees’ professional contributions. Project leader Ider explained, “The funding...allowed us to get equipment and hire
returnees, which kept our research projects going.” Despite ongoing issues with bureaucracy and departmental politics, positive
developments—structured evaluations, accreditation processes, and program funding—have created a more supportive environment
for innovation and professional growth. By leveraging these opportunities, many graduates effectively applied their new knowledge
and skills despite structural barriers.

6.4. Exercising agency amid organizational constraints

Despite structural limitations, some MJEED graduates proactively exercised their agency, strategically navigating challenges to
realize their professional goals. The returnees took advantage of their individual skills institutional challenges and creating oppor-
tunities for professional advancement. These individuals were proactive in initiating new projects, leveraging international networks,
and aligning their goals with the institutional priorities where possible. For example, Dulam, assigned as a lab assistant role, actively
expanded her responsibilities, “I created the lab manual, managed the lab from scratch... I could have just done the lab assistant’s
work, but I actively joined various projects with other professors.” Dulam’s ability to leverage her role as a lab assistant to participate
in research projects, publish academic work, and even secure a patent underscores the importance of individual agency in overcoming
institutional limitations. Similarly, Taivan described his efforts to open a new laboratory, despite institutional resistance, “We fought
for a few years at different levels within and outside the university... Finally, we were able to open the lab, and we enrolled over 20
students this year.”

Graduates also built alliances across departments to strengthen their positions within the university. Erkhem, a project leader,
explained,

I was very wrong to start fighting back when I first came... I realized I needed allies, and I started forming professional networks
across departments and institutions. This professional alliance helped us see the bigger vision and helped us to work together...when
you have a professional alliance—an independent organization outside the university, you are much stronger and you can help your
project move faster than following institutional bureacracy (Erkhem, project leader).

Bolor, a research institute director within the university, similarly emphasized the value of collective agency, stating,
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we made sure to bring back the faculties and together with them (other returnee colleagues), we were able to secure government
funding, and we were able to expand the center to a research institute within the university (Bolor, institute director).

Graduates leveraged their international networks to introduce fresh perspectives and enhance collaboration. Connections with
Japanese institutions facilitated joint projects, broadening the global reach of their home universities. Nasan, a senior lecturer, shared,
“I was able to connect several professors with my lab in Japan, as well as Mongolian government agencies. Our collaborations with
Japanese researchers brought new opportunities and resources, crucial for scaling up our work.” These graduates used their networks
not only to secure funding and resources but also to sustain research momentum. Those who maintained ties with their Japanese
counterparts continued collaborative research, contributing to the internationalization of their home institutions.

7. Discussion

This study examined the experiences of MJEED graduates upon re-entering Mongolian higher education institutions (HEIs),
providing insights into the interplay between individual agency, organizational structures, and systemic reforms in shaping the impact
of international education. Consistent with existing literature, graduates acquired advanced skills, professional networks, and trans-
formative perspectives through their international education experiences (Collins et al., 2017; Hanley et al., 2025; Holloway & Jons,
2012). However, their ability to translate these into organizational contributions was significantly mediated by the structural and
institutional environments they encountered upon their return.

Reflecting Mezirow’s (1991) Transformative Learning Theory, MJEED graduates reported substantial shifts from hierarchical,
authority-driven approaches toward reflective, flexible, and dialogical engagement. These shifts influenced their research method-
ologies, teaching practices, and professional collaborations, fostering more open communication and critical thinking cultures within
their institutions. Nonetheless, these individual transformations were frequently constrained by rigid institutional structures,
bureaucratic inefficiencies, and resource limitations. Similar constraints have been noted in other contexts within the Global South,
highlighting a broader systemic challenge for internationally educated graduates attempting to integrate into their home institutions
(Chu et al., 2023; Tharenou & Seet, 2014).

From the perspective of Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1993; Schutz, 1967), the MJEED program represents a substantial in-
vestment in Mongolia’s academic and research capacities. However, the return on this investment depends significantly on organi-
zational conditions that support or hinder graduates’ reintegration and application of new skills. The findings clearly indicate that
transparent recruitment processes, aligned job placements, and adequate resource allocation are essential for maximizing returnees’
contributions. This aligns closely with previous observations by Dassin and Navarrete (2018), who underscore the critical role of
structural support in transforming individual human capital gains into meaningful institutional development.

The study’s findings emphasize the crucial role of individual agency, as conceptualized by Emirbayer and Mische (1998), in
navigating institutional barriers. Graduates actively employed strategies such as creating new research labs, initiating collaborative
networks, and leveraging international connections, thereby highlighting their proactive and strategic adaptation to organizational
constraints. This agency was most effective in environments characterized by supportive leadership and collegial climates, which
underscores Ehrhart and Schneider’s (2016) assertion about the importance of organizational climate in shaping professional
outcomes.

Supportive leadership emerged as a critical enabler, enhancing graduates’ capacity to contribute meaningfully to their institutions.
Leaders who valued international education experiences and who held positions allowing them to influence departmental practices
significantly mitigated reintegration challenges. This supportive climate facilitated initiatives such as merit-based promotion systems
and research-oriented policies, reflecting broader global trends toward aligning institutional frameworks with international standards
(Kayashima & Asada, 2024; Wang et al., 2024).

Yet, persistent institutional challenges such as misaligned roles, bureaucratic inertia, and fragmented departmental climates
illustrate significant barriers to effective reintegration. These issues resonate with the observations of Hao and Welch (2012) and Chu
et al. (2024), emphasizing how institutional rigidity and cultural resistance can significantly constrain the potential impact of re-
turnees. Thus, strategic structural reforms within Mongolian HEIs are imperative to leverage fully the benefits of international
education.

Importantly, the study highlights a critical gap in existing literature regarding the structured placement of returnees, particularly in
STEM fields. The unique structured placement of MJEED graduates within specific university departments reveals insights into how
targeted work assignments can either enable or hinder returnees’ institutional contributions. The necessity of aligning graduate
expertise with institutional placements becomes evident, echoing the critical gaps noted by other scholars in the existing literature
(Hanley et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2024).

In conclusion, while individual agency and professional transformation play pivotal roles in returnees’ contributions, systemic
alignment and supportive organizational climates are indispensable. Scholarship programs must strategically address structural and
institutional constraints to optimize the outcomes of international education investments (Chankseliani et al., 2025). For Mongolian
HEISs, fostering merit-based employment practices, creating supportive departmental climates, and facilitating ongoing professional
development and international collaborations are essential steps toward realizing the full potential of returnees. These measures
promise not only to enhance individual contributions but also to build robust institutional capacities for sustainable academic and
research excellence.
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