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Chapter 4

University Governance in Vietnam
and East Asian Higher Education:
Comparative Perspectives

Mai Tuyet Ngo

Abstract This chapter reports on empirical research investigating four case studies
of public university governance in four East Asian contexts in Vietnam, China,
Hong Kong and Thailand. Guided by the neo-institutional and resource dependency
theories, each case study provided insights into its model of public university gov-
ernance. The cross-case thematic comparative analyses highlight seven transferable
lessons acknowledging the urgent needs for actions for Vietnam.

Introduction

University Governance as a Significant Topic for Research
and Practice

University governance really matters for the advancement of modern universities.
Universities that take the lead in university governance top the global rankings of
high-performing universities. Nations at the forefront of university governance
reforms advance their national economic growth and lead the world in the fields of
science and technology. A strong connection between good university governance
practices and university academic excellence has been well acknowledged in the
literature (e.g., Aghion et al. 2010; Henard and Mitterle 2009; Shattock 2006). Over
the past decades, countries in all corners of the world have thus attached high impor-
tance to the way their universities are governed. Vietnam is not an exception.
Scholarly and practical attempts, though not many, have been made to innovate
Vietnam’s contemporary university governance and have caught increased attention
of not only Vietnamese higher education scholars (and foreign ones) but also
Vietnam’s government and higher education reformers aspiring for excellence in
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research (knowledge production), teaching (knowledge transfer) and innovation
(knowledge application).

This chapter presents some significant findings from the author’s PhD study on
comparative analyses of public university governance in Vietnam and in three other
higher education contexts in East Asia. The study was conducted empirically by the
author over four consecutive years, from January 2010 to December 2013, and was
published as a PhD thesis in 2014 (Ngo 2014). Specifically, the study made a cross-
national comparison of different models of public university governance in four
East Asian contexts (one in each context), including Vietnam, representing a need-
help country because of its current low performing model, and Thailand, China and
Hong Kong, representing offer-help countries because of their more mature and
higher performing models. The findings of the study were based on cross-national
comparative analyses of arrangements for university governance, as reflected in leg-
islative and policy documents (at the macro levels), institutional documents and
university executive leaders’ interviews (at the meso levels), and empirical survey
data from departmental leadership levels (at the micro levels).

It is worth noting that, for the purposes of conducting the study, official docu-
ments were collected from either relevant university websites or from individuals
during the researcher’s field trips to the four respective public universities in Vietnam,
Hong Kong SAR, Thailand and China where one-on-one semi-structured interviews
(with respective universities’ executive leaders) and questionnaire surveys (among
Departmental leaders) were conducted. To facilitate the data collection from different
sources in each of the four different respective universities, many logistical and coor-
dination efforts were made by the researcher prior to each field trip (see Ngo 2014).

Within its limited scope and space, this chapter presents only the most significant
findings of the study in relation to cross-national comparative analyses of the two
main themes, particularly of contextual and structural arrangements as reflected in
analyses of governments’ policy documents and respective university documents.
Fuller accounts of empirical supporting data (from interviews and surveys) and
more comprehensive findings for the two other equally important themes of resource/
funding arrangements and university leadership can be found in Ngo (2014).

Conceptualisation of University Governance

Due to its complex multi-faceted nature, defining the concept of university gover-
nance is “a troubling task” (Kezar and Eckel 2004, p. 375). University governance
can be broadly defined as a means of steering and supporting key stakeholders,
including academics, towards achieving their dual ends of teaching and research
(e.g., Corson 1975; The Carnegie Commission on Higher Education 1973). In a nar-
rower sense, university governance is often conceptualised as formal multi-level
arrangements that allow universities to perform effectively towards achieving aca-
demic excellence (e.g., Amaral et al. 2002; Bleiklie and Kogan 2007; CHEPS 2010;
Kehm 2012; Salmi 2009; Shattock 2006). This study employs the narrow definition
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of university governance as formal multi-level governance arrangements, which,
according to Kehm (2012), consist of formal external arrangements at the macro/
system level, and internal arrangements at the meso/university and micro/depart-
mental levels. The study reported here acknowledges the importance of multi-level
governance arrangements for any normative model of university governance, with a
particular focus on the macro and meso governance arrangements.

University governance arrangements, as the literature suggests, can specifically
refer to (i) contextual arrangements (e.g., Asimiran and Hussin 2012; Currie et al.
2003), (ii) governance structural arrangements (e.g., Clark 1983; de Boer and
Goedegebuure 2007; Shattock 2014), (iii) resource or funding arrangements (e.g.,
Gallagher et al. 2009; Hackman 1988; Leisyte 2007) and (iv) university leadership
(e.g., Boin and Christensen 2008; Hallinger 2007; Middlehurst 1993). All those four
arrangements are of importance for any model of university governance (Ngo 2014).
However, within its limited scope and space, this chapter puts under the spotlight
only the two most significant governance arrangements, particularly, the contextual
arrangements and the governance structural arrangements.

The contextual arrangements and the governance structural arrangements are the
two most significant arrangements (e.g., Binsbergen et al. 1994; Clark 1983; Ngo
2014; Shattock 2014) simply because all other arrangements (i.e., resource/funding
arrangements and university leaderships) are very much dependent on them as key
foundations. First, good public university governance is shaped by its context and a
model of good public university governance, as Ngo (2014, p. 124) argued, “cannot
be decontextualised from its own context”. More specifically, contexts matter for
the quality of teaching and research which can be explained through contextual
conditions (Bjorkman 2000). Second, evaluating the sufficiency of a university gov-
ernance model requires significant consideration of its governance structures
(Rhoades 1995; Rosovsky 2001; Silverman 1971). For improving university qual-
ity, the need for reviewing and modernising governance structures is thus high-
lighted (e.g., de Boer 1999; Eurydice 2008; Shattock 2014). On those grounds, it is
well recommended that if an old model of public university governance puts con-
straints on its public universities’ ability to carry out academic quality improve-
ment, then both the contextual arrangements and structural arrangements of that
model must be first under review and modernised.

The Prominent Problem Facing Vietnam’s Contemporary Model
of Public University Governance

Literature on Vietnam’s current model of public university governance, though not
extensive, has consistently suggested that its current model is an old state-centralised
model adopted from the Soviet model since the 1950s that is no longer fitting for
modern Vietnam (e.g., Dao and Hayden 2010; Pham 2012). The way Vietnamese
public universities have been governed since the 1950s, in the broadest sense, has
mostly remained unchanged, leading to various concerns raised by the country’s
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key actors and governance practitioners. In the preceding chapter — Chap. 3, Dao
and Hayden (this volume) pointed out that the Vietnamese higher education system
had copied the former Soviet Union’s model since 1954 in the North and since
1975 in the South, and highlighted its instability, its slowness and its being largely
intact without any dramatic changes. Despite reform attempts, Vietnamese univer-
sity governance reforms have been highly centralised and slow moving (Dao 2015).
In such a centralised model, Vietnamese public universities, as observed by
Wilkinson (2008, p. 4), “are the worst in the region”.

The most prominent problem facing Vietnam’s current model of public univer-
sity governance is, among others, an absence of adequate incentives for academic
excellence, producing the sluggishness that paralyses any flexibility in positional
leaders’ actions, stifles the creativity and innovation of academic staff, and most
seriously, impacts university performance (e.g., Dao and Hayden 2010; Fry 2009;
Hayden and Lam 2010; Pham 2012). This absence of adequate incentives for aca-
demic excellence in Vietnamese public universities has also been politically
acknowledged in the Prime Minister’s Directive 296/CT-TTg (Vietnamese Prime
Minister 2010).

From university governance perspectives, the main reason for the absence of
adequate incentives for academic excellence in Vietnam’s public universities,
among others, is its old model of public university governance with irrelevant fea-
tures of, namely, disadvantageous contexts, “out-moded” governance structure
arrangements, inappropriate resource/funding arrangements and lacks of responsive
university leadership. Given its limited scope, this chapter addresses only its gover-
nance contexts and its old governance structural arrangements, which are the two
most significant features in most urgency of renovation in Vietnam. Vietnam’s
Minister of Education and Training — Dr. Phung Xuan Nha — appointed in April
2016, publicly voiced the urgent need to renovate Vietnam’s current governance
contexts and structures to promote incentives for universities’ academic staff, man-
agers and leaders who are implementers of fundamental and comprehensive higher
education reforms in Vietnam.

Research Aim and Research Question

Given the paramount aim of this study which is to look for a new improved model
of public university governance, prioritising improved contextual arrangements and
more modernised governance structural arrangements that can hopefully promote
more incentives for academic excellence in modern Vietnamese public universities,
the main research question is: what can modern Vietnam learn from contextual
arrangements and governance structural arrangements, as revealed from the global
trends and from other more successful (or at least higher performing) empirical
models of public university governance in neighbouring East Asian contexts? This
research question implies an outward-looking approach placing emphases on the
global trends and East Asia’s public university governance practices, which are use-
ful sources of reference and of transferable lessons for Vietnam.
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Methodological Considerations

Finding answers to the research question formulated above demands an empirical,
holistic and comparative study of cross-national models of public university gover-
nance, which can be conducted through the use of a case-study approach. In the
field of university governance, case study is a useful “reality check”, providing
insights into issues of university governance (Fielden et al. 2004) and into how good
governance comes about (Goedegebuure and Hayden 2007). More importantly,
insights gained from an empirical case study can, as Merriam (1998, p. 19) sug-
gested, “directly influence policy, practice, and future research”.

Unlike most studies in the literature that have used single case studies which are
of a descriptive or explanatory or exploratory nature, this study ambitiously and
intentionally used multiple case studies to provide more compelling evidence and
more robust findings (e.g., Miles and Huberman 1994; Yin 2003). Multiple case
studies conducted in this particular study are of explanatory kinds and comparative
by nature because comparison is highly regarded in university governance studies
(e.g., Fielden et al. 2004; Shattock 2006). The importance of cross-national com-
parative studies into higher education governance that include Vietnam is also well
acknowledged (e.g., Dao 2015; Dao and Hayden 2010; St. George 2003; Wilkinson
2008). However, there has not been much real cross-national comparison that puts
the Vietnamese model of public university governance under spotlight. This study
not only attempts to fill in such methodological gap, but it also selects cross-national
comparison as an appropriate methodological approach to answer the research
question formulated at the beginning of the study.

Despite their strengths, multiple case studies conducted in this research have
their limitations. First, their substantive focus is limited to the set boundary within
the governance of one type of university, namely, public universities, not all types
of universities across the four territories under investigation. The findings are thus
relevant for governance of public universities and should not be generalised beyond
this activity, albeit one of major importance. Second, this study focuses on the dif-
ferences between models of public university governance employed in different ter-
ritories, not within each territory where each single case study was conducted. The
researcher is therefore aware of the study’s limited appreciation of diverse and
dynamic circumstances within each territory.

Third, mixed documentary datasets in multiple cross-cultural case studies pres-
ent a methodological challenge in collecting data in different language settings as
well as integrating or merging data in each within-case study and across four case
studies. The use of a single data source and a single case study may have addressed
this challenge although it may have brought about an even more serious shortcom-
ing related to the “single-source bias”.

Finally, given the use of a limited number of four case studies, the present study’s
findings might be open to the charge, as Ragin (1987, p. ix) asserted, “that their
findings are specific to the few cases [in this present study, only four case studies],
and when they do make comparisons and attempt to generalise, they are often
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accused of letting their favorite cases shape or at least color their generalisations”.
To address this charge, for delimitation, this study did not aim for a generalisation
of findings in other contexts nor let any favourite case shape the findings. Efforts
have been consciously made to ensure creditability and trustworthiness of each case
study. After the findings of each case study revealed, the researcher sent via email
the reported findings of each single case study to those executive leaders and depart-
mental leaders who participated in the research for their final feedback and
comments.

The Outline of the Chapter

This chapter is structured into four main parts. The first part introduces the topic of
university governance, and briefly depicts the most prominent problem facing
Vietnam’s current outdated irrelevant model of public university governance, high-
lighting Vietnam’s urgency to improve its contextual arrangements and modernise
its governance structures which are the focus of the book chapter. The research aim,
research question and the case study methodology employed in this study to address
the research question are also presented in this part.

The second part presents the two main global thematic trends of public university
governance in relation to (1) the new changing global contexts and (2) the new
changing governance structures, as revealed from both the secondary literature and
the good practices of university governance presented in summary reports by the
OECD, the World Bank, governments and higher education institutions.

The third part, which is the main part of the chapter, presents cross-case thematic
comparative analyses of Vietnam’s current low-performing model of public univer-
sity governance and three other higher performing ones employed in Thailand’s,
China’s and Hong Kong’s higher education contexts. Drawing from the cross-case
thematic comparative analyses, this part highlights seven transferable lessons for
Vietnam.

The fourth part concludes with implications for both further research and prac-
tice of modernising Vietnam’s current model of public university governance that
promotes more incentives for academic excellence in public universities in Vietnam
and beyond.

Global Trends of University Governance: Changing Contexts
and Changing Governance Structures

Many recent studies have addressed the broad topic of global trends of university
governance (e.g., CHEPS 2010, 2015; Christopher 2012: de Boer and File 2009;
OECD 2008) as well as the Asian trends of university governance (e.g., Chan and
Lo 2008; Marginson 2011; Mok 2010; Welch 2009). Such studies indicate many
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different interesting global and regional trends which are recently summarised by
Ngo (2014) under four main themes: (1) the rapidly changing contexts forcing
changes in public university governance, calling for higher education governance
reforms and a new search for new models of university governance; (2) the new
governance structural arrangements with the new changing roles of key gover-
nance actors; (3) the new resource arrangements holding universities accountable to
allocations and use of resources; and (4) new leadership responses to promote
incentives for academic excellence. All these four main global thematic trends cap-
ture well the four key corresponding features of university governance. However,
within the limited space of this chapter, only the first two global thematic trends are
chosen to be focused on as they are concerned with governance contexts and gover-
nance structures which, as indicated earlier, urgently need improving in Vietnam.
These two thematic trends also provide a guiding framework for cross-national
comparative analyses presented later in this chapter.

Global Trend 1: New Rapidly Changing Contexts Forcing
Changes in Public University Governance

Internal as well as external contexts have been changing rapidly, impacting the
national practices of university governance. Externally, university governance
everywhere is subject to the influences of the external influencing forces, including
globalisation of the economy and internationalisation of higher education (e.g.,
CHEPS 2010, 2015; Eurydice 2008; UNESCO 2006). It is therefore urgent for
nations to devote much more resources to both their higher education systems and
their higher education institutions. Internally, universities everywhere are subject to
internal influencing forces and challenges, ranging from pressures for the rapid
higher education expansion (increased student enrolment), diversification (different
types of HEIs), emergence of private higher education, marketisation and commer-
cialisation of higher education to a relative decrease in public funding (particularly,
pressures for financial cutbacks or financial stringency due to reduced funding) and
the increasing importance of research and innovation in the global knowledge-based
economy and wider competition among higher education institutions. Notably,
external and internal influencing forces are conflicting as external pressures demand
for a substantial increase in resource inputs for universities while the internal influ-
encing forces are calling for a substantial decrease in public funding due to financial
cutbacks. This really presents a dilemma for national governments and public uni-
versities in many corners of the world.

In the context of globalisation and internationalisation, it can be observed that
countries all over the world, including developed ones with internationally recog-
nised universities, are not complacent with the way their public universities are
governed; their models of public university governance started to be questioned as
being obsolete and no longer fitting for the rapidly changing environment. National
higher education policy-makers are abandoning, to a greater or lesser degree, classic



58 M. T. Ngo

models inherited from the past (Asimira and Hussin 2012). Therefore, there is a
global trend of re-examining own current models of public university governance
and reorientating the higher education sectors, re-designing and embracing new
models of university governance (e.g., Capano 2011; Varghese 2012).

Global Trend 2: New Governance Structural Arrangements
with the Changing Roles of Governance Actors

Traditional models of university governance, as the global trend suggests, have been
shifting towards new ones, thus demanding new governance features including new
governance structural arrangements (e.g., Binsbergen et al. 1994; Eurydice 2008;
Goedegebuure and van Vught 1994; Shattock 2014). In the words of Shattock (2014,
p- 1), “pressures have mounted for a ‘modernisation’ of governance structures”. This is
not surprising because governance structures are one of the core features of any model
of university governance that need special attention (e.g., Eurydice 2008; Shattock
2014). The new governance structural arrangements found in more mature and higher
performing models of university governance are globally characterised as the new
structures of more “centralised”” decentralisation and deregulation, providing universi-
ties with more autonomy and less state intervention accompanied by appearance of a
multiplication of intermediary (buffer) governing bodies between government and
higher education institutions (e.g., Henard and Mitterle 2009; Varghese 2012); and
more strengthening of appointed executive leadership at the central and middle levels
of universities which is replacing structures of elected executives and affecting the
powers of senates and academic councils (Marginson and Considine 2000).

In addition, it is worth noting that the new governance structural arrangements
are characterised by a higher degree of governance structure clarity (reflected in
clearer governance rules specifying clearer roles and responsibilities for institutions
and stipulating required actions) (Binsbergen et al. 1994; Henard and Mitterle 2009)
and a higher degree of governance flexibility allowing universities to adapt to meet
society’s emerging needs (e.g., CHEPS 2010; Dobbins et al. 2011; Fielden 2008).
Empirical examination into governance structures’ degrees of clarity is thus needed
to see how higher degrees of governance structure clarity can come about in high-
performing models of public university governance and what modifications are
needed in relation to the governance structures of low degrees of clarity in low-
performing models of public university governance.

Accompanying the changes in new governance structural arrangements, the
human dynamics of university governance structures have changed accordingly.
Three observations in relation to the changing roles of key governance actors are (1)
the stronger roles of governments (more as strategy developers, goal setters, super-
visors, regulators and supporters, but less as resource controllers) as the driving
forces in university governance (e.g., Fielden 2008; Kehm 2012; Varghese 2012);
(2) the new configuration of actors with the notable emergence of new actors at the
different levels of governance (e.g., the new actors of the European Union and the
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World Bank at the supra-national levels and the emergence of buffer governing bod-
ies at the institutional levels, and private investment sectors); and (3) the more
strengthened internal university leadership as universities are becoming more pro-
fessionally managed organisations. The changing roles of governance actors have
been well captured by Kehm (2012, p. 66, emphasis added) who noted:

Responsibilities for higher education governance and policy making on the systems level
no longer tend to be the exclusive responsibility of national governments. Some responsi-
bilities have “moved up” to the supra-national level, others have “moved down” to the
institutional level through deregulation, and again others have “moved out” to independent
or semi-independent agencies.

To sum up, the current knowledge revealed from literature on the global thematic
trends of university governance suggests that any countries with aspirations for their
universities’ academic excellence should neither go against such two global the-
matic trends nor stand still. It follows that a country with its slow-moving university
governance model like Vietnam should be well informed of these two global the-
matic trends to practically and critically reflect on and renovate its own model of
public university governance.

Comparative Analyses of Vietnam’s and Three East Asia’s
Models of Public University Governance in the Global Context

Overview

East Asia’s successful experience in university governance (Marginson 2011;
Wilkinson 2008) is chosen to be under the spotlight in this study, particularly
because success in East Asia, as observed by UNESCO (2006), “lies in their reli-
ance on incentives to motivate individuals to change rather than on mandates to
comply”, whereas an absence of incentives for academic excellence in Vietnamese
public universities, as indicated earlier, is the prominent problem facing Vietnam’s
current model of public university governance. Moreover, the three non-Vietnamese
contexts of Thailand, China and Hong Kong, to some extent, have their cultural
convergence with and geographical proximity to Vietnam, thus making the research’s
findings more significant, more culturally relevant and more transferable to Vietnam.

Using thematic comparative analyses, as mentioned earlier, this book chapter is
interested in two key relevant themes of (1) the contextual arrangements and (2)
governance structural arrangements of public university governance in Vietnam,
China, Thailand and Hong Kong. Thematic comparative analyses of Vietnam’s
model and three non-Vietnamese models in East Asia highlight the specific prob-
lems in relation to Vietnam’s contexts and its public university governance struc-
tures. However, comparative analyses among three non-Vietnamese models in East
Asia reveal some converging patterns and suggest some possible solutions or trans-
ferable lessons for Vietnam. Using such cross-case thematic comparative analyses,
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the present study could achieve “a structured, focused comparison” (Bleiklie and
Kogan 2000) and draw transferable lessons from foreign experiences (Page 1995).

For cross-case comparison and interpretation, the present study used the four
useful notions advanced by Ragin (1987) for case-oriented comparative research,
namely, “illusory commonality”, “illusory difference”, “obvious commonality”,
and “obvious difference”. The two notions of “obvious commonality” and “obvious
difference” are straightforward in meanings; while “obvious commonality” refers to
both apparently similar features and similar performance outcomes, the notion of
“obvious difference” refers to both apparently different features and apparently dif-
ferent outcomes across cases under comparison (Ragin 1987). In contrast, “illusory
difference” refers to “features which appear different but are causally equivalent at
a more abstract level” whereas “illusory commonality” implies “apparently com-
mon features [that] differ dramatically in causal significance” (Ragin 1987, p. 48).
All these four notions advanced by Ragin (1987) put emphasis on the outcomes of
features being compared.

To determine whether particular features of public university governance under
comparison are obviously/illusorily common or different across cases, this study
uses the simple dichotomy of low-/high-performing models of public university
governance for grouping models and refers all the three non-Vietnamese models of
university governance (in China, Thailand and Hong Kong) to high-performing
models with high performance outcomes, whereas the Vietnamese model is catego-
rised as a low-performing model with low performance outcomes. This model
grouping is well supported in the literature (e.g., Asian Development Bank 2012;
Marginson 2011; Wilkinson 2008). Particularly, comparing models of higher educa-
tion in Confucian societies of East Asia, that of Vietnam and elsewhere, Marginson
(2011, p. 587, emphasis added) stressed the distinctiveness of models outside
Vietnam as follows:

Except for Vietnam, these [East Asian] systems... have created a distinctive model of higher
education [even] more effective in some respects than systems in North America, the
English-speaking world and Europe where the modern university was incubated.

More particularly, comparing Hong Kong with other Asian countries, Welch
(2010) concluded that Hong Kong’s public university governance is very much
advanced and more mature. Hong Kong’s success story of development of its uni-
versities is highlighted in the 2002 Sutherland Report (UGC 2002) and widely
acknowledged in the literature (e.g., the World Bank 2012; UNESCO 2006).
Thailand has made impressive progress in its public university governance, trans-
forming from being a historically “low” achiever in public university governance
(almost at the same level as Vietnam) to being a successful “middle” (adequate)
achiever (the World Bank 2012). Thailand’s middle path success in achieving a
strong modern public university governance system with significant commitments
in higher education and research innovation is highlighted in many recent university
governance reports and studies (Asian Development Bank 2012; UNESCO 2006;
The World Bank 2009, 2012). China, according to Wilkinson (2008, p. 6), “has
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enjoyed great success in its development of an elite cohort of universities and
research institutions”.

It is also worth noting that the chosen territories of Thailand, China and Hong
Kong are within geographical proximity (to Vietnam) which, as UNESCO (2006, p.
iii) asserted, “can make findings more transferable and applicable to Vietnam”. In
addition, all the four territories of Vietnam represent “a sufficiently wide range of
circumstances to allow both sharp contrasts and subtle differences in the modes of
governance” (Palfreyman et al. 2009, p. xiii) and therefore to “make comparative
findings significant” (Cerych and Sabatier 1986, p. 5).

To draw practical transferable lessons for Vietnam, in this chapter, special atten-
tion was paid to relevant points of “illusory differences” and/or “obvious common-
alities” in terms of contexts and governance structure arrangements which contribute
to high performance outcomes of the three non-Vietnamese models of public uni-
versity governance. Such points of “illusory differences” and/or “obvious common-
alities” among case studies in Thailand, China and Hong Kong are under the
spotlight because they are at the same time points of “obvious differences” when
compared directly with Vietnam. As case studies conducted in all the four territories
are repeatedly referred to in comparative analyses, to save presentation space, acro-
nyms have been used, namely, CN for the case study in China, TL for the case study
in Thailand, HK for the case study in Hong Kong and VN for the case study in
Vietnam.

Cross-National Comparative Analyses of Contexts: Transferable
Lessons 1, 2 and 3

Comparative analyses of contexts, according to Fraser (2005), involve “multi-
layered” contexts, which consist of (i) the territory-layered contexts; (ii) the higher
education system-layered contexts; and (iii) university-layered contexts. In this
chapter, only the first two layers of contexts will be cross-nationally compared for
drawing relevant lessons, with particular attention paid to “illusory differences”
and/or “obvious similarities” among the three non-Vietnamese contexts and the
“obvious differences” and/or “illusory commonalities” between Vietnam’s and
three other East Asia’s contexts.

Comparing territory-layered contexts and Lessons 1 and 2

For cross-national comparative analyses of territory-layered contexts, Millette
(1978) highlighted the importance of historical, socio-political, cultural and eco-
nomic environment and wrote:

Anyone who undertakes a transnational comparison and analysis of higher education must
at all times be mindful of the history, culture, socio-political structure, the government
organization, and the state of economic development in each nation. Many of the differ-
ences in higher education must be understood in terms of the particular historical, cultural
social, governmental [political], and economic environment of each nation (p. 15).
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Following Millette (1978), the present study takes into account not only the cul-
tural and historical contexts but also the socio-political and economic contexts in
which the four studied models of university governance are employed.

Culturally, Vietnam shares many common aspects of East Asia’s cultures.
Together with CN, HK and TL, VN has many common features of Buddhism cul-
tural and religious heritage. In addition, VN, HK and CN all belong to Confucian
societies (Marginson 2011). It is worth noting that such cultural commonalities have
put all the four higher education systems in culturally advantageous contexts attach-
ing high importance to their higher education (e.g., Altbach and Umakoshi 2004;
Do and Ho 2010; Vallely and Wilkinson 2009). However, a rich diversity of histori-
cal, political and economic contexts seems to overwhelm such cultural commonali-
ties across cases.

Historically, Vietnam is similar to HK and has a long national history of coloni-
sation. However, unlike VN, TL was never colonised by any Western nation while
China was historically recorded to be a semi-colonised nation because in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese foreign relations with most major
world powerful nations devolved into semi-colonialism. A closer investigation into
the historical commonality (of being both colonised) of VN and HK and the differ-
ent performance outcomes of HK’s and VN’s models of university governance sug-
gests that it is an “illusory commonality”. While Vietnam’s long history of being
colonised by the Chinese dynasties, the French and the Americans was a long-
suffering or non-peaceful struggle against colonists, HK was peacefully ruled by the
British for more than 150 years. In this regard, HK’s model of public university
governance has been situated in a more historically advantageous context of coloni-
sation than VN’s.

In addition, despite being both influenced by a long history of colonisation, HK
has long adopted only one single sustainable model — the British model of public
university governance whereas Vietnam was exposed to many different foreign
models. Vietnam first adopted the Chinese model of public university governance
during the feudal period from 938 to 1847, then the French model from 1847 to
1954 before adopting the Soviet model after gaining independence from the French
in 1954. It is worth noting that the historical differences between HK (being colo-
nised) and CN (being semi-colonised) and TL (never being colonised) is an illusory
difference as all the three non-Vietnamese contexts are associated with high-
performing models of public university governance. This suggests an equal
possibility of developing a high-performing model of public university governance
in not only a never-colonised context like TL and a semi-colonised context like CN
but also in such historically colonised contexts as HK and VN.

Lesson 1: The need for Vietnam to decentralise responsibilities to university levels
and to maintain a democratic administration and academic freedom under the
Communist Party

Politically, there is a rich diversity across four studied contexts. While TL is a
constitutional monarchy under the King with multiple political parties and is gov-
erned by a democratically elected government, HK is a capitalist constitutional
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democratic society. Notably, both VN and CN are among very few countries in the
world still under the ruling of a single Communist Party being the only political
force constitutionally responsible for leading the state. Like CN, Vietnamese public
organisations, including its public universities, are under the leadership of the grass-
roots committees of the Communist Party; the Communist Party Committee is
embedded in public organisational structures in both VN and CN. Policy documents
issued by both the Vietnamese and the Chinese Governments all record the need for
the Communist Party consultation or approval.

A closer investigation reveals that the political commonality (of being both ruled
by the single Communist Party) between VN and CN is an illusory commonality.
Under the Communist Party ruling, while CN’s model of public university gover-
nance has successfully produced such first-tier universities as the Tsinghua
University, the Peking University and the Fudan University (QS University Ranking
2015; Ross and Wang 2016), Vietnam has never seen any of its best universities
being internationally recognised in any World University Ranking Lists. At a more
abstract level, unlike VN where responsibilities for VN’s higher education gover-
nance have been borne mainly by the Communist Party of Vietnam and Ministry of
Education and Training (VN), CN has decentralised and “moved down” responsi-
bilities for its higher education governance to provincial and university levels (CN).

In addition, a deeper investigation into the administration of CN’s and VN’s pub-
lic universities suggests that each political system in VN and CN has its own charac-
teristics. CN’s administration of the first-tier and the second-tier universities is a
democratic administration laying great emphasis on academic freedom and scientific
research (Jianhua 2016) though academics in CN may not enjoy as much academic
freedom as their counterparts in Western universities (e.g., publications in social sci-
ences by Chinese scholars tend to be in favour of Chinese Government’s policies and
suiting Chinese national interests). Whereas VN’s administration of public univer-
sity is still centralised and top-down with the University President as the single most
important decision-maker, as at least revealed in the case study in Vietnam.
Furthermore, to become a university president, it is a prerequisite that university
president candidates in VN must be Communist Party members, and the elected
university president is always the head of the Communist Party Committee embed-
ded in the university governance structure. However, it is not the case in
CN. University president candidates in the case study in China are not required to be
the Communist Party Committee, though similar to VN, they are required to
successfully complete a PhD overseas, be qualified for and experienced in university
governance. This political illusory commonality between the two Communist
regimes of VN and CN can convince us that a high-performing model of public uni-
versity governance can exist and thrive within a Communist Party’s regime though
it raises a concern over who is in charge of appointing the university presidents/rec-
tors in CN and VN (i.e., whether the university councils/governing boards or the
governmental instrumentalities in line ministries/provinces appoint them) and over
what level of intervention from the State/ministerial and provincial governments.

It is also worth noting that the political differences among CN, TL and HK (all
associated with their high-performing models of public university governance) are
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illusory differences. At a more abstract level, responsibilities for higher education
governance have been decentralised and “moved down” to provincial and university
levels (CN), or “moved down” to university levels (TL), or “moved out” to such
semi-independent agencies like the University Grants Committee (HK). This con-
verging trend of devolution of power and responsibilities across the three non-
Vietnamese cases offers the first transferable lesson for Vietnam (Lesson 1), which
is to decentralise the responsibilities to university levels and to maintain a demo-
cratic administration and academic freedom under the Communist Party, as is the
case in CN. Supporting empirical data concerning how responsibilities are decen-
tralised and how a democratic administration and academic freedom is maintained
are presented more comprehensively in Ngo (2014).

Lesson 2: The need for Vietnam to launch higher education reforms as strong driv-
ers for improving its economic competitiveness.

Economically, there is an “obvious commonality” among cases outside VN
which is at the same time an obvious difference between VN’s and three other East
Asia’s economies. Comparing the levels of economic development, HK, TL and
CN’s levels are all higher than Vietnam’s. HK is the highest income economy (the
upper income economy) with the highest Gross Domestic Product per capita, fol-
lowed by CN and TL (the upper middle-income economies) while VN is the lowest
income economy, with the lowest GDP per capita. VN is still considered an emerg-
ing economy, which adopted an economic policy of transition in 1986 from a cen-
trally planned economy to a market-based economy, albeit with socialist
characteristics. It is worth noting that the “higher performing” models of public
university governance in TL, CN and HK are positively associated with stronger and
more competitive economic conditions, whereas the “lower performing” model in
VN is negatively associated with weaker and less competitive economic conditions.
In this regard, Hickling-Hudson (2007) asserted, “wealth confers the privilege of
being able to choose to pour massive resources for innovation and improvement into
aspects of education [including higher education]” (p. xiv).

This comparative analysis of economic development levels across cases high-
lights the supportive role of economic conditions for higher education and offers the
second transferable lesson for Vietnam (Lesson 2). Rather than waiting for a better
economy to thrive in Vietnam, Lesson 2 suggests that Vietnam should learn from
HK, CN and TL where higher education reforms have been launched as strong driv-
ers for improving its economic competitiveness. This lesson is consistent with what
Varghese (2012, p. 41) observed earlier, “in South and East Asia, the [higher educa-
tion] reforms were aimed at improving the quality of higher education and at repo-
sitioning higher education to improve economic competitiveness”.

Comparing higher education system-layered contexts and Lesson 3: The need
for Vietnam to speed up its comprehensive quality-focused reforms in higher educa-
tion governance

For comparing higher education system-layered contexts across VN, CN, TL and
HK, this study puts under the spotlight their higher education system reforms. A
comparison of higher education system reforms indicates that there are “obvious
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differences” (between VN and three other East Asian contexts) which are “obvious
commonalities” across non-Vietnamese contexts of TL, CN and HK. While
Vietnamese higher education system reforms seem ceremonial, fragmented and
slow-moving with its focus on quantitative goals resulting in a non-transparent
higher education system in Vietnam (Dao and Hayden, see Chap. 3), system reforms
in TL, HK and CN share the obvious commonalities of being better planned, more
strategic, faster moving and, more importantly, more quality focused. Comprehensive
quality-focused reforms of higher education were launched early in the 1990s in
cases outside Vietnam, as evidenced in the Higher Education in Hong Kong: Report
of the University Grans Committee on the 1995-2001 Triennium (Sutherland 2002)
in HK, in Action Scheme for Invigorating Education toward the twenty-first Century
1998-2002 (MoE 1998) in CN and in the enactment of the 1999 National Education
Act in TL. However, VN delayed its comprehensive higher education reforms and it
was not until 2005 when the Vietnamese Government officially declared a Higher
Education Comprehensive Reform Agenda (HERA 2005) which still targeted at
quantitative goals aiming for an expansion of HE system by 45% by 2020 (from
13% in 2006), and a significant expansion of the non-public sector accounting for
40% of all higher education enrolments by 2020. In Chap. 3, Dao and Hayden
reported that by the end of 2015, as many as 225,500 postgraduates (both bachelor
and master degrees) were unemployed, indicating that a serious HE training quality
problem and the HE supplies far exceeding socio-economic demand.

It follows that if Vietnam aspires to catch up with its neighbouring countries in
East Asia, Vietnam should learn a transferable lesson from them (Lesson 3), which
is to speed up its comprehensive quality-focused reforms in higher education gov-
ernance. In so doing, factors and underlying issues (e.g., heavy control of the state
or the Communist Party, lack of university autonomy granted) that have slowed
down the system and higher education governance reforms in VN need to be specifi-
cally identified and addressed. In addition, reforms in well-planned stages guided
by in-depth analyses, reviews and consultations with internal and external experts
and the public, accompanied by different measures and tools used in HK (e.g., intro-
duction of Research Assessment Exercises, quality reviews, teaching audits and
management reviews, Periodic Teaching and Learning Quality Process Reviews), in
CN (e.g., Initiatives of Excellence through Project 211 & Project 985 for building
world-class universities) and in TL (e.g., quality assurance management tools), all
provide useful sources of references for VN.

Cross-National Comparative Analyses of Governance
Structures: Transferable Lessons 4-7

Comparisons of governance structural arrangements as reflected in government
policy document analyses and university document analyses across non-Vietnamese
cases in TL, CN and HK suggest four “obvious commonalities” characterised by (i)


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-8918-4_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-8918-4_3

66 M. T. Ngo

stratification and differentiation policies of university governance, (ii) increased
autonomy for universities due to more centralised decentralisation and less state
intervention, accompanied by (iii) the establishments of intermediary or buffer gov-
erning bodies between the government and universities and (iv) a higher degree of
governance structure clarity. It is worth noting that these four obvious commonali-
ties found in three cases outside Vietnam are all compatible with the global trends
reviewed earlier in this chapter. They offer four corresponding lessons (Lessons 4
through 7) that can be practically transferable to Vietnam.

Lesson 4: The need for Vietnam to develop stratification and differentiation policies
of university governance

Despite the recent effort of issuing the Decree 73/ND-CP on 8th August 2015 on
the stratification and ranking of higher education institutions, the Vietnamese
Government tended to treat all of their public universities in almost the same way.
However, HK, TL and CN have differentiated their public universities and stratified
them into two main tiers: (i) top-tier universities striving to be world-class universi-
ties and (ii) universities pursuing the goal of being universities with quality improve-
ment. For example, TL’s differentiation policies are reflected in University Acts and
Performance Agreements between nine National Research Universities in TL and
their Thai Government. Similarly, in HK, its eight UGC-funded institutions have
eight different University Ordinances stipulating different missions for different
institutions. In CN, Project 211 and Project 985 have targeted at developing inter-
nationally recognised top universities while concurrently enhancing quality of
mediocre universities. Therefore, universities in TL, CN and HK of different tiers
are officially allowed to define and differentiate their own mission and goals. Such
strategic stratification and differentiation policies concurrently targeting both “good
to great” universities and “mediocre to good” universities in TL, CN and HK offer
a transferable lesson for VN — Lesson 4 which is to develop similar stratification and
differentiation policies of higher education governance for different universities for
Vietnam, rather than the current classification into three tiers, as specified in the
Decree 73/ND-CP, of basic research, applied research and professionally oriented
research. This lesson is well recommended on the reasonable ground that resources
are limited and not always available to allow all institutions in a country, regardless
of its economic development level, to address all the functions of a university in the
same way (Gallagher et al. 2009).

Lesson 5: The need for Vietnam to grant increased autonomy to its public
universities

It was not until 2005 that the Decree on Autonomy and Accountability for Public
Universities (Decree 115/2005) was issued by the Vietnamese Government to offi-
cially grant autonomy to Vietnamese public universities. However, more than a
decade later, it is still now controversial over how actual autonomy should be exer-
cised in Vietnamese public universities and concerns have still been raised over
whether Vietnamese public universities are competent enough to be autonomous,
whereas university governance reforms in other countries outside Vietnam have
granted increased autonomy to public universities since 1990s across HK, TL and
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CN. For example, in TL, since 1992, the Office of Higher Education Commission
(OHEC) has gradually delegated authority to be responsible solely by the University
Council, moving toward full autonomy of universities as so desired. In CN, univer-
sity autonomy was officially stipulated in China’s Law on Higher Education of
1998. In HK, since the 1990s, a university in HK has been treated as a statutorily
autonomous body with autonomy granted and the eight universities funded by the
UGC have their own Ordinance and Governing Council. In HK, specific tasks such
as the assessment of teaching staff performance and institutional policies on staff
promotion “fall squarely within institutional autonomy”, as stated explicitly in
Notes on Procedures (UGC 2010). The common future direction for TL, CN and
HK, as their government policies suggest, is to continue to grant full autonomy to
public and private universities, reducing state regulations, focusing on policy for-
mulation and post-auditing, and strengthening the governance of University Council
and university management (Ngo 2014). Thus, to improve performance outcomes,
experience from CN, TL and HK suggests Lesson 5 for Vietnam, which is to grant
both substantive autonomy (deciding what to do to fulfil academic functions of
universities) and procedural autonomy (deciding how to do it) (Berdahl 1990) to
public universities.

It is worth noting that in HK, CN and TL, autonomy is not granted uncondition-
ally. Instead, autonomy is only granted to universities in HK, CN and TL on the key
conditions that universities have internal competence to exercise it and, more impor-
tantly, must be at the same time under both internal and external reviews. Real
autonomy, as experienced from HK, TL and CN suggested, can be granted to uni-
versities by concurrently removing unnecessary government’s intervention in
micro-managing internal university affairs and empowering internal governing bod-
ies (i.e., University Councils, the Senate, and others) to make decisions, especially
those in relation to promotion of incentives for academics to achieve academic
excellence. This has been clearly stated in HK’s Sutherland report (2002, p. 6):

The best research ideas are not the product of intrusive government direction. The best
teaching builds upon the creative talents of lecturer and professor. Such ideas, such talents,
are best fostered where autonomy is balanced by the acceptance of responsibility.

This transferable lesson (Lesson 5) is consistent with what was consistently sug-
gested in the literature highlighting the urgency for increased autonomy for univer-
sities as an essential element of good university governance (e.g., Clark 1983;
Eurydice 2008; Fielden 2008; Henard and Miterlle 2009; van Vught 1993). For
example, Van Vught (1993) argued that more autonomy granted to universities can
more effectively trigger innovative behaviour and thus suggested, “government
should provide the general (not too detailed) rules within which the institutions can
use their autonomy” (p. 358). More detailed government policy document analyses
in CN, TL, and especially HK provide more empirical supporting evidence of such
“general” rules (see Ngo 2014).

Lesson 6: The need for Vietnam to establish intermediary or buffer governing body
both externally (at the macro level) and internally (at the meso level)
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One of the prominent good university governance features at the macro levels
across high-performing contexts of TL, CN and HK is their establishment of “buf-
fer” agencies who represent the government and supervise the governing of their
public universities. Examples of buffer governing bodies are the Office of Higher
Education Commission (OHEC) in TL, the University Grants Committee (UGC) in
HK and Project Management Units (for Project 211 and Project 985) in CN. With
the established buffer agencies, governments in TL, CN and HK play indirect roles
of supervising and supporting universities by “steering from a distance” whereas the
government in VN represented by Ministry of Education and Training is still play-
ing the direct role of controlling their public universities and no such buffer agen-
cies as those found in CN, HK and TL can be found in VN.

The establishment of “buffer” agencies and accompanied delegation of decision-
making powers to them, as the global trend and practice indicates, have long been
the preferences in many world countries and are now being adopted elsewhere
(Fielden 2008). Particularly, the most common global practice, according to Fielden
(2008), is to remove all the detailed operational issues from relevant Ministry of
Education and pass all matters (relating to funding and operational management) to
the buffer body or bodies which can be more than just one principal buffer body. In
doing so, the government is free from charges of over-intervention in universities’
internal academic affairs, focusing more on policy issues and encouraging more
institutional autonomy while the buffer body is allowed to develop more in-depth
understanding of the higher education sector, making better-informed decisions,
providing more supervision and support for public universities.

Concurrently, at the meso/university level, in cases outside Vietnam, another
obviously common feature is concerned with the establishment of University
Councils, which are still in absence in Vietnam. University Councils in public uni-
versities in HK, TL and CN, as revealed from the government policy documents, are
empowered by their national governments (by law) to act as the highest governing
body or the highest decision-maker of the university. University Councils’ engage-
ment in university governance can help adjust the managerial self-governance
dimension to a higher level. In this way, governance is distributed across the higher
education institution in HK, TL and CN and does not reside in either one level of
hierarchy or in one purpose-built body; collective responsibilities for university
governance are thus promoted. However, in VN, although the obliged requirements
for establishing University Councils was clearly stated in Vietnam’s University
Charter (Decision 58/2010/Qb — TTg) issued in 2010, many public universities in
Vietnam have not yet had their University Council established.

Lesson 7: The need for Vietnam to ensure a “higher” degree of governance struc-
ture clarity at both the macro levels and the meso levels for Vietnam

The case study in Vietnam suggests that the current clarity degree of both its
macro and meso governance structure is low, as evidenced in both its government’s
and its university’s documents. With reference to a legal document of the Higher
Education Law 2012, Dao and Hayden in Chap. 3 raised concerns over its lack of
clarity as to relations between the Party and the governing boards as well as to what
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kind of institutional autonomy was to be given to institutions that achieve a higher
rank than the others. However, the corresponding comparative analyses of govern-
ments’ and universities’ documents across three cases outside Vietnam reveal an
“obvious commonality”” of having a high degree of their corresponding macro and
meso governance structure clarity. It follows that if VN wants to improve its current
low-performing model of university governance, the experience from HK, CN and
TL suggests Lesson 7 for VN that needs to ensure a “higher” degree of its macro and
meso governance structure clarity by simultaneously ensuring consistently “higher”
degrees of clarity of its “academic excellence” goals, tasks, power and incentive
rules as stipulated in both its national government’s and university’s documents.

More specifically, to make this lesson realistically transferable, experience from
TL, CN and HK suggests that Vietnam needs to specify in its government policy
documents and university documents (1) a clearer goal toward achieving “academic
excellence” or quality improvement at both the macro/meso level through the use of
stratification and differentiation policies; (2) clearer and more specific tasks for uni-
versities to fulfil so as to promote incentives for academic excellence at the macro/
meso level by providing rationale, arguments, delegations of tasks, best practices
and guidance for performing such tasks; (3) clearer power (both substantive and
procedural autonomy) granted to universities and departments so as to promote
incentives for academic excellence by empowering internal university leaders (at
both executive levels and departmental levels) more and reducing state intervention
and (4) clearer and more specific rules specifying adequate incentives for academic
excellence at the macro/meso level by linking merit-based incentives with perfor-
mance assessment and reporting tasks. Empirical evidence of how such four indica-
tors of high-clarity degrees of governance structure are reflected in governments’
and universities’ document analyses in CN, HK, and TL is provided in Ngo’s (2014)
study.

Conclusion

The two global trends and thematic cross-case comparative analyses across four
case studies of public university governance in Vietnam, Thailand, China and Hong
Kong in this chapter have provided answers to the original research question formu-
lated at the beginning of the study as to what Vietnam can learn from contextual
arrangements and governance structure arrangements in neighbouring East Asian
contexts. Answers to the research question are presented in forms of seven transfer-
able lessons, highlighting the urgent needs for action by the Vietnamese government
and other concerns, and suggesting that Vietnam should give top priority to chang-
ing or at least modifying its current contextual arrangements (through Lessons 1, 2
and 3 in relation to its decentralisation of responsibilities to university levels, demo-
cratic administration and academic freedom under the Communist Party regime,
improvement of economic competitiveness through higher education reforms and
quality-focused higher education reforms) as well as its governance structural
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arrangements (through Lessons 47 in relation to stratification and differentiation
policies, increased university autonomy, establishment of intermediary governing
bodies and higher degree of governance structure clarity).

To make these seven lessons realistically transferable, the Ministry of Education
and Training (MOET) representing the government of Vietnam should acknowledge
the needs for changing both the contextual and structural governance, as specified in
each drawn lessons, and be determined to renovate its outdated model of university
governance by looking outwardly at the higher performing models of university
governance and taking into serious considerations how to realise those needs. Rather
than tightly controlling the governing of universities, MOET should progressively
grant more autonomy and freedom to universities who can make their own academic
and non-academic decisions while being held accountable to MOET for all their
decisions made. In doing so, Vietnam’s current public university governance model
of central control can be reorientated into a new modernised model of supervision
and support. Such a new model will be better shaped by improved contextual
arrangements and modernised governance structures and MOET’s new supervising
and supporting roles, rather than controlling ones, to create better mechanisms for
promoting more incentives for academic excellence in public universities in Vietnam.

The present study has significant implications for both practice and further
research. For public university governance practice, at the macro level, Vietnamese
policy-makers may use the research findings (i.e., Lessons 1 through 7) to guide
their design of the newly proposed model of public university governance. At the
meso levels, it is imperative for university executive leaders to make changes in the
institutional level governance structures. Unless all the seven changes (as reflected
in the seven transferable lessons) are made at both the macro and the meso level, the
performance of the Vietnamese model of public university governance would
remain inertia and fail to promote incentives for academic excellence.

It is important to note that the findings are significant not only for Vietnam as the
“need-help” country in focus but also for those three other East Asia’s participating
countries of China, Hong Kong and Thailand and even beyond. Given its compara-
tive nature, the present research encourages high-performing practitioners and
actors at all levels across Thailand, China and Hong Kong to appreciate their domes-
tic models as well as to critically reflect on their own model and practices, and to
learn from other studied territories outside theirs. In this way, this study facilitates
the exchanges of lessons and experiences within, between and among the societies
under investigation and even beyond. However, as this study is limited to a small
number of four case studies in East Asia, the findings of the study, though signifi-
cant, might be applicable in the limited number of countries. For further research, a
larger number of case studies guided by relevant university governance theories
(e.g., the neo-institutional theory, the resource dependency theory, the stakeholder
theory) are needed to facilitate a generalisation of its findings on a larger scale.
More in-depth comparative analyses between Vietnam and China is crucial for
Vietnam because both countries share more things in common than Thailand and
Hong Kong. Notably, further investigation into other factors, especially the non-
governance ones that might slow down the implementation of each of the seven
lessons suggested in this chapter, is highly recommended, simply because good
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university governance, though a necessary and significant factor, is not sufficient in
itself and not the only factor involved in assuring high-quality academic perfor-
mance of universities.
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