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Abstract: This article aims to reveal the features of research culture in Vietnamese universities, 
through various indicators. It shows that among factors impacting the formation of research 
culture in Vietnamese universities are state-related ones, including policies, regulations, 
norms and traditions for university research. The state-related factors have contributed to 
bettering the qualifications of lecturers, recognizing faculty’s research works with financial 
and non-financial rewards, strengthening the cooperation between universities with external 
research partners, and increasing the number of publications. Yet, at the same time, different 
problems stem from the existence of some state-related factors including the nation’s tradition 
of spending less on higher education than on basic education and less on universities than 
on research institutes, the lack of autonomy among universities, the almost ultimate power 
of the university rector, and the use of the historically-negotiated recurrent approach for 
allocating research funding to universities. Given the fact that Vietnam’s higher education 
is highly regulated by the state, changes to research culture in universities must accompany 
changes to the state-related factors believed to influence the formation of research culture.
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Introduction
Research is one of the significant missions of universities, and generally, it is also one of the obligations 
of university faculty, in addition to teaching and serving the community (Center for Postsecondary 
Research, 2015). By and large, universities in developed countries have a long-established record 
of research, while the majority of those in developing countries focus more on teaching activities, 
and as a consequence, remain frail in terms of research (Sanyal & Varghese, 2006). Concerning 
Vietnam, research in the country used to be supported and controlled by the government mainly 
through a few hundred public research institutes that operated independently of higher education 
institutions, following the Soviet model (Nguyen, 2013). Since the 1990s, the government has 
encouraged universities to enhance their research capacity, which has been exhibited in various 
policies and activities (Nguyen, 2016). In 2005, the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) 
launched the 2006–2020 Higher Education Reform Agenda (Pham, 2010). This agenda is the strategy 
and ambition of the government in making changes to help the higher education system in Vietnam 
develop, some of which included the formation of a tier of “research-oriented” universities, and a 
critical increment in the number of academics with doctoral degrees. This agenda highlighted the 
requirement for a more grounded pledge of research as well (Le & Hayden, 2017). In 2013 the first 
law on higher education in Vietnam took effect (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012), marking one 
of the milestones in Vietnam’s higher education. Higher Education Law is another policy document 
that has effects on research in Vietnamese higher education institutions (Nguyen, 2020). This law 
reinforces what was highlighted in the 2006–2020 Higher Education Reform Agenda about the 
requirement for Vietnam to have a group of universities eligible for attaining international rankings. 
As regulated by the law, components are applied to help enhance research performance inside higher 
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education organizations, such as providing funding and different awards to academics with research 
published in peer-reviewed international journals (Pham & Hayden, 2019). It also strengthens the 
requirement for more institutional autonomy through the establishment of governing boards, known 
as university councils (Hoi dong Dai hoc) in the case of public universities (Le & Hayden, 2017). This is 
a significant premise and a legal basis for the decrease of state regulation, which is expected to help 
universities, especially public ones, to be more autonomous in how they are run, with the authority 
to make decisions and be responsible for their different activities, including research (UNESCO, 2014). 

Among various ways of understanding the research aspect of universities are cultural 
approaches. Cultural analysis can help improve the administrative action of organizations (Austin, 
1990) and can result in a deep understanding of organizations, governance, and working life (Hurtado 
et al., 2012). However, research culture and other cultural matters that lead to the improvement or 
deterioration of research productivity in certain educational contexts are paid scant attention (Salazar-
Clemeña & Almonte-Acosta, 2007). Culture forms from rules, beliefs, customs, and assumptions of 
members of an organization, becoming a collective activity or a system of shared meaning (Deem 
& Lucas, 2007; Morgan, 2006; Robbins & Judge, 2006). The research culture of universities can be 
viewed in the same way. It is the common features found in the research aspect of the universities, 
which are made up of visible factors such as norms, rules and regulations, and less visible ones, 
such as customs, beliefs, and assumptions (Schein, 2010; Zha & Shen, 2018). Among various factors, 
such as the economic and social conditions of the country and its national culture, the culture of 
a university is shaped and influenced by what the government does toward education, and how 
(Smerek, 2010; Lacatus, 2013). In the context of Vietnam, given the state’s “over-centralized” 
control of higher education (London, 2011), the influence of the state in forming common features 
of research in universities is not only obvious but also likely to be tremendous. Therefore, studying 
Vietnamese higher education cannot ignore the state’s role in this sector.

Several studies relate to the state’s impacts on research culture in Vietnamese universities, such 
as the role of research committees (Salmi & Pham, 2019; Pham, 2017), traditions of cooperation with 
external partners for research enhancement (Harman & Nguyen, 2010; Spoo & Dao, 2010), and the 
research status of Vietnamese universities, mainly through the quantity and quality of international 
articles produced (Nguyen, 2020; Trinh et al., 2020; Trung et al., 2020). However, although different 
aspects of research culture are mentioned sporadically in different studies, the literature lacks works 
that provide a comprehensive feature of research culture in Vietnamese universities. There is also 
a lack of research showing how the State influences and contributes to the formation of common 
characteristics of university research in Vietnam. This study will therefore connect the different 
aspects of research culture in Vietnamese universities as mentioned in different studies to form a 
systematic picture of such culture in Vietnamese higher education institutions. At the same time, 
this study will review what state-related factors have contributed to forming a research culture in 
Vietnamese universities. To reveal the reality of research culture in Vietnamese higher education 
institutions, this study aims to address two questions: “What are the features of research culture in 
Vietnamese universities?” and “What state-related factors have influenced the formation of these 
features?”

Research Methodology and Analytical Framework
This paper is developed based on the analysis of research on topics relevant to university research 
in Vietnam as well as government policies and regulations on university research, such as the 
2006–2020 Higher Education Reform Agenda, the 2012 Higher Education Law, the Amendment of 
Higher Education Law 2018, the 2013 Law on Science and Technology, Project 322, Project 911, 
Project 89, and Decree 99/2014/ND-CP which introduces regulations on investment to develop 
science and technology potential of higher education institutions. The state of research culture in 
Vietnamese higher education institutions depicted here is mainly focused on public universities 
since they accounted for 172 out of 237 universities, not counting those in the security and defense 
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sectors in the 2018-2019 academic year (MOET, 2019). Moreover, many private institutions generally 
appear to follow the practices of public universities instead of taking advantage of their autonomy in 
making decisions on various institutional matters. Thus, there are more similarities between these 
sectors of higher education in Vietnam than disparities (Salmi & Pham, 2019). 

Culture is a complex concept, so different researchers such as Smith, Dugan & Trompenaars 
(1996), Steenkamp (2001), and Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov (2010) have tried to develop a 
framework to narrow it down while studying this theme and its related matters. Salazar-Clemeña 
and Almonte-Acosta (2007), while investigating the research culture of higher education institutions, 
also operationalize indicators of research culture from various researchers. In order to understand 
the research culture of Vietnamese universities, this study used the indicators introduced by Salazar-
Clemeña and Almonte-Acosta (2007, p. 4) as a framework. These indicators were previously used 
to explore a similar topic in the Philippines, and also to study research-related matters at Mexican 
universities (Hernandez & Reyes, 2014). 

Although adopting this framework, this study integrated the dimension of “Departmental 
culture and working conditions” in the dimension of “Institutional research policies and agenda”. 
As regulated by Vietnam’s Higher Education Law of 2012, in Vietnamese public higher education 
institutions, many aspects classified by Salazar-Clemeña and Almonte-Acosta (2007) in the dimension 
of “Departmental culture and working conditions,” such as giving faculty opportunities to improve and 
practice their research capacity and establishing criteria for recruiting academics (p. 4), are also part 
of the state and the university’s general policy rather than of only departments themselves (National 
Assembly of Vietnam, 2012). These adapted indicators with specific aspects are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1. The analytical framework of the research

Indicators Specific aspects

Institutional research policies 
and agendas

Research agendas of the universities, including programs and schemes 
to incentivize and sustain research productivity among academics and 
graduate students
Criteria for employing academics

Budget for research The funds for research
The ability of the universities to attract external sources and get 
research grants

Infrastructure The existence of various services and facilities to support research 

Collaboration with and access to 
research professionals in other 
institutions

The ability to offer ways of linking external partners such as other 
institutions, experts, and firms to strengthen power for research 
development

Policies and guidelines on 
research benefits and incentives

Regulations and procedures on the giving of rewards with financial and 
non-financial value for research

Research committee The body that checks the kinds of research undertaken and examines 
moral matters involved

Publications The quality and quantity of research conducted by the academics, 
which can be evidenced in various aspects such as the quantity of 
research published in journals.

Reference: Salazar-Clemeña & Almonte-Acosta (2007)

After providing the highlights of university research mentioned in various studies and state 
documents, reflected through the indicators that Salazar-Clemeña and Almonte-Acosta (2007) 
provided, this study examines what state-related factors have influenced the formation of these 
features.
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Research Culture in Vietnamese Universities

Institutional Research Policies and Agendas
In helping higher education institutions improve the quality of academic staff, the state implemented 
Project 322 and Project 911, which were established in 2000 and 2010 respectively (The Prime 
Minister of Government, 2002, 2010), by awarding scholarships to lecturers participating in 
doctoral training programs abroad. In addition, in 2014, the government issued Decree 99/2014/
ND-CP, which guides universities in establishing strong research groups and funding for lecturers 
attending international conferences, among other things (The Prime Minister of Government, 
2014). However, practical applications can have many variations. Nguyen (2016), in her work on 
managing human resources for research in four leading universities in Vietnam, indicated that when 
it comes to strategies for developing academics’ research skills and ability, these institutions have 
been exceptionally enthused about overhauling academics’ formal education. Yet, they have rarely 
provided expert advancement courses in this regard. These organizations also lack effective policies 
on appraising research execution, which weakens the incentive for academics to do research. 

In financial terms, in Vietnam, a full-time lecturer is paid a base salary, and the Ministry of 
Home Affairs imposes pay scales for government employees, including permanent staff of public 
higher education institutions (Nguyen, 2016). On November 12, 2019, the National Assembly of 
Vietnam issued Decree 86/2019/QH14, which regulates the new salary for government staff including 
university lecturers in public institutions of higher education. This Decree was expected to take 
effect on July 01, 2020. The minimum salary of university lecturers was to slightly increase from 
the existing minimum of about 3,486,000 Vietnamese Dong (VND) (approximate to 151 US dollars 
[USD]) to 3,760,000 VND (approximate to 163 USD) (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2019). However, 
due to the effect of Covid-19 pandemic on the state’s budget, the National Assembly postponed 
the implementation of the Decree until July 2022 (Communist Party of Vietnam Online Newspaper, 
2020). For now, lecturers are receiving salaries based on the pay scales for government employees 
established in Decree 204/2004/ND-CP, issued in December 2004 (MOET, 2020b). While it is hard 
to gauge the total income that faculty members receive from different types of business, including 
part-time contracts, official information shows that pay rates in the domain of education and training 
in Vietnam for those with advanced educational qualifications are marginally lower than those in 
different areas (Le & Hayden, 2017). However, in recent years, a number of universities have also 
had a reward program for staff with articles published in Scopus/Web of Science-indexed journals, 
with rewards much greater than the average monthly salary (Cao-Nguyen, 2019; Minh-Giang, 
2019). Concerning graduate students, by and large, although doctoral students have to pay higher 
tuition fees than bachelor’s and master’s students, Vietnamese graduate programs provide them 
with almost no financial support system. Neither do they provide doctoral students with graduate 
assistantships, grants, credits, and the recognition of their work status (World Bank, 2020a). Ton 
Duc Thang University and Ho Chi Minh City International University (a member of Vietnam National 
University, Ho Chi Minh City) are rare cases of policies on scholarships for graduate students, in the 
form of tuition fee support, in which the highest scholarship is a 100% tuition reduction (Ho Chi 
Minh City International University, 2021; Ton Duc Thang University, 2021).

The Amendment of Higher Education Law 2018 emphasizes attracting, using, and treating 
human resources appropriately, to improve the quality of lecturers and develop them toward 
becoming doctoral degree holders, as well as leading professors in higher education institutions. 
This amendment also stipulates that higher education institutions will give priority to recruiting 
candidates with doctoral degrees as lecturers (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). Although 
policies exist to employ competent academics, research accomplishments are not always included 
in the criteria for recruitment in institutions. Some institutions also lack policies on welcoming 
outstanding overseas individuals (Nguyen, 2016; Pham & Nguyen, 2020). In 2019, Project 89 was 
launched to train and improve the capacity of lecturers and managers of higher education institutions. 
Accordingly, the project aims to provide doctoral training for about 10% of university lecturers, of 
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which 7% of lecturers are trained full-time abroad and 3% of lecturers are domestically trained in 
programs cooperated between Vietnamese and international universities that meet regional and 
international quality standards. Project 89 also aims to attract at least 1,500 scholars and individuals 
with doctoral qualifications to Vietnamese higher education institutions (The Prime Minister of 
Government, 2019). This new project is expected to address the limitations of previous ones in the 
sense that universities will not only have more staff with doctoral degrees but will also be able to 
attract and employ them after they complete their doctoral programs (Nguyen, 2020). Since this 
is a newly issued document, it will certainly require more time to be able to observe and assess its 
results in reality.

Budget for Research
In the Amendment of Higher Education Law 2018, the government emphasizes the allocation of 
budgets and resources to higher education on the principles of competition, equality, and efficiency, 
through a variety of forms, including research and development spending and ordering research 
projects from universities. The state also encourages and has preferential policies for organizations, 
businesses, and individuals to invest in science and technology activities at higher education 
institutions, such as tax exemptions and reductions (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). In reality, 
Vietnam has mainly focused on allocating high levels of its public resources to basic education, while 
higher education receives scant attention. In 2018 only 15.01% of public expenditure on education 
was allocated to the sector of higher education (Salmi & Pham, 2019). Furthermore, the Vietnamese 
government contributed only 0.25% of its gross domestic product (GDP) to higher education, which 
is not adequate for the provision of quality teaching and research (Vo & Laking, 2020). In addition, 
the budget for education and training on all levels has been cut gradually since 2017. For example, 
14.20% of the country’s budget expenditure was spent on all fields related to education and training 
in 2018, compared with 14.03% in 2019 (Pham-Nghia & Quang-Duc, 2020).

In Vietnam, the Ministry of Science and Technology is responsible for allocating funding to 
research in universities after receiving money from the state (Nguyen & Meek, 2016). Every year, 
the government invests about 2% of its budget in scientific research (0.5% of the GDP); however, the 
Ministry of Science and Technology only gets from 8 to 10% of this 2%. Therefore, the real funding 
for scientific research at Vietnamese universities is very limited (Ngo & Pham, 2019). The portion 
for university research is far less given that the amount of funding from the Ministry of Science and 
Technology is allocated not only to universities but also other institutes, and especially when much 
of the Ministry’s research funding is preserved for government research institutes (World Bank, 
2019; Nguyen, 2020). When measured per capita, the funding for each faculty member invested in 
scientific research is very small. At Vietnam National University, Ho Chi Minh City, one of the two 
national universities in Vietnam, a lecturer only receives a research grant of 16 million VND a year 
(approximate to 700 USD) (Ha-Anh, 2019). Although government spending on university research 
is limited, it is the principal financial source for research in universities since institutions of higher 
education in Vietnam attract insignificant funding from outside sources (Harman & Nguyen, 2010; 
Salmi & Pham, 2019). 

Since universities are financially dependent on the government, the government is able 
to decide if the universities can successfully build their research capacity or not. The role of the 
government involves considerably raising the research budget, protecting the process of allocating 
funding from political scrutiny and intervention, and keeping funding steady over time (World Bank, 
2020a). Another feature of the budget for research in Vietnam is that although Vietnam made the 
transition to a market economy (World Bank, 2020b), the old rules of the state-controlled economy are 
still the basis for research and development activities. The research of universities is closely “watched” 
by the university and state authority “to ensure consistency with the ideology and principles of 
socialism” (Vo & Laking, 2020, p. 1095). Besides the fact that research topics must have “suitable” 
ideology and principles, researchers’ use of the funding they receive is tightly supervised by their 
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universities and the state (Ngo & Pham, 2019). Moreover, “Vietnam still follows historically-negotiated 
recurrent budget allocation rather than the more objective and transparent formula-based funding 
or performance-based funding mechanisms that are increasingly used globally” (World Bank, 2019, 
p. 5). This means that the provision of yearly funding from the government for universities is based 
on previous years’ allocation patterns rather than on universities’ real demands and performance. 

Infrastructure 
Article 40 of the 2012 Higher Education Law states that institutions of higher education must build 
laboratories and research facilities to provide training and scientific research (National Assembly 
of Vietnam, 2012). Decree 99/2014/ND-CP also emphasizes the provision of facilities for research 
activities in Vietnamese universities, including building modern specialized laboratories and library 
systems, journals, information technology infrastructure and databases on science and technology; 
purchasing intellectual property and copyrights to access foreign science and technology databases; 
transferring and importing technology and supporting technology consistent with the law (The 
Prime Minister of Government, 2014). In compliance with other regulations issued, in the 2000s 
the state has invested in infrastructure development programs and some improvements to the 
infrastructure of the universities have been made (Le & Hayden, 2017). However, this has not always 
been possible. In reality, many institutions must accommodate an increasing number of students 
but face difficulty in expanding their campuses, as they are located centrally in large cities that have 
almost no unoccupied land (World Bank, 2020a). With narrow premises and outdated equipment, 
it is very challenging for universities to better the quality of training and research (Le, 2015).

Likewise, the World Bank (2020a) reveals that current information and communication 
technology infrastructure systems in Vietnamese institutions are outdated, inefficient, and 
asynchronous. Moreover, there is a lack of high-performance computing facilities for supporting 
advanced research. Connections with VinaRen, the National Research and Education Network, are 
absent in many institutions, which prevents academics from linking with international research 
communities. Even national universities (Vietnam National University, Hanoi and Vietnam National 
University, Ho Chi Minh City), as well as regional universities including Hue University, the University 
of Danang, and Thai Nguyen University in Vietnam, have to face these issues although they have 
better laboratories, workshops, and equipment than many other institutions.  Besides, it is not easy 
for faculty and students at Vietnamese universities, including their graduate research programs, to 
access the resources and facilities in key national laboratories. The fact that most of these laboratories 
are in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, the law requires that individuals and organizations pay user fees. 
Yet most Vietnamese graduate programs do not have funding to support learners in research (The 
Ministry of Science and Technology, 2008; World Bank, 2020a). Access to resources such as books 
and magazines is also limited because university libraries not only have very limited resources but 
also lack a tradition of sharing resources with one another (Tran, Mai & Luu, 2017). Furthermore, 
Pham (2018) found that only 10% of Vietnamese university libraries are linked to major international 
academic resources such as ScienceDirect or Elsevier. However, the infrastructure of universities is 
being upgraded by the state, universities themselves, and other stakeholders. For instance, the World 
Bank has financed a 295 million USD credit to fund modern infrastructure, cutting-edge equipment, 
and knowledge transfers at Vietnam National University-Hanoi, Vietnam National University-Ho Chi 
Minh City, and the University of Danang (World Bank, 2020b).

With respect to administrative support for research at universities, an examination in some 
Asian nations by Huang (2018) found that very few respondents in his research strongly agreed 
or agreed that the staff at their organizations provided them with support. Among the groups of 
participants, a huge extent of the individuals in China (60.6%) and in Singapore (55.5%) showed 
strong with the statement that their universities receive support from the staff. The percentage of 
participants from other countries and regions who had the same responses is less than 50%, which 
includes Taiwan (48.4 %), Malaysia (46.2%), Japan (45.6%), and Cambodia (38%). The proportion of 
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respondents choosing “strongly agree” and “agree” in Vietnam is the least, at only 32.7%. Likewise, 
Nguyen and Meek (2016) showed that the universities in their research have not professionalized 
their administration of research. 

Collaboration with and Access to Research Professionals in Other Institutions
The ability to offer ways of linking to external partners to strengthen research development has 
gradually received attention from the government. Compared to the 2012 Higher Education Law, 
the Amendment of Higher Education Law 2018 added details related to collaboration in university 
research. The amendment encourages international cooperation and integration to develop 
Vietnam’s higher education on regional and international levels (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012, 
2018). However, collaboration with institutions and experts in research is mainly reflected through 
publications (Nguyen, Ho-Le & Le, 2017, Nguyen et al, 2020). The analysis of papers published in 
Web of Science-indexed journals from January 1, 2001, to December 31, 2015, shows that about 
97% of the scientific publications from Vietnam are multiauthored by both national (domestic) and 
international scholars. However, the rate of national collaboration is only around 16% of the total 
output, whereas international collaboration makes up 77% (Nguyen et al., 2017). This rate is high, 
compared to the average percentage of scientific output featured by international co-authors that 
Ribeiro, et al. (2018) calculated based on statistics of Web of Science-indexed papers in 2015, (21.3%). 
Based on the number of articles in the field of social sciences and humanities published in Scopus/
Web of Science-indexed journals and journals recognized for quality by the National Foundation 
for Science and Technology Development (NAFOSTED), Nguyen et al. (2020) also conclude that 
international cooperation in scientific research via co-authoring in Vietnam increased from 2008 
to 2018.

In 2013 the Law on Science and Technology was issued with regulations stating the obligations 
for transferring or using the results of scientific and technological activities of organizations and 
individuals in these fields. The Law also provides legal bases to incentivize technology transfer such 
as tax deductions and low loans for this activity (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2013). With the 
enforcement of this Law, research and development activities with the participation of different 
stakeholders are encouraged. Also, the Amendment of Higher Education Law 2018 stipulates 
that higher education institutions must promote cooperation with enterprises and science and 
technology organizations, and encourage agencies, organizations and enterprises to receive and 
create opportunities for learners and lecturers to practice scientific research and technology transfer 
(National Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). As a result, in addition to their team, businesses have gradually 
cooperated with experts and scientists at research institutes and universities to solve business-
development problems (Ha-Linh, 2020). This reflects a change compared to about one decade 
ago when partnerships between businesses and Vietnamese institutions of higher education and 
research institutes were rare (Fatseas, 2010; Ca & Hung, 2011). It is also worth noting that although 
academics have offered enterprises assistance with business development, there is generally a 
lack of funding for academic research from the business sector (Nguyen, 2020). Vietnam’s higher 
education institutions lack close linkages, and its education,  is still a “closed” system when it comes 
to collaborations with businesses. (Kunnari, Tien & Nguyen, 2019).

Policies and Guidelines on Research Benefits and Incentives
Regarding rewards for research in universities, Decree 99/2014/ND-CP was issued in 2014, with 
regulations and guidelines on investment in developing science and technology in academic 
institutions, to help universities improve in this area (The Prime Minister of Government, 2014). This 
decree regulates investment contents in science and technology, such as human resources, spending 
on science and technology activities in higher education institutions (e.g., organizing conferences and 
seminars), and funding published articles in prestigious international scientific journals. According to 



Journal of International and Comparative Education, 2021, Volume 10(1)58

NguyeN HoaNg THieN

this decree, lecturers, leading scientists, or talented young scientists will enjoy certain financial and 
non-financial priorities. For instance, academics who have an article published in a scientific journal 
that is rated at least 1 (the highest-ranking is 3) by the national body that grants professorship titles, 
the Hoi dong Chuc danh Giao su Nha nuoc, receives a teaching credit of 20 hours. Apart from that, 
MOET has decided to reward individuals from institutions it manages, who have articles published 
in Web of Science-indexed journals. As a result of this decision, MOET spent more than 6.1 billion 
VND (approximate to 260,000 USD) in 2018, on the authors of 1,718 articles published in Web of 
Science-indexed journals. The minimum award for an article was 2 million VND (approximate to 86 
USD) (Han-Tran, 2019). In 2020, up to 10.8 billion VND (approximate 468,000 USD) was awarded to 
the authors of 3,627 articles published in such journals (Minh-Giang, 2021).

Some universities have implemented these guidelines with consideration of their financial 
situations and development strategies. For example, Ho Chi Minh City University of Economics has 
announced a maximum grant of 200 million VND (approximate to 8,600 USD) for a Scopus/Web of 
Science-indexed article (Minh-Giang, 2019). This amount at Ho Chi Minh City University of Technology 
and Education and Ho Chi Minh City Open University is 100 million VND (approximate to 4,300 USD) 
(Minh-Giang, 2019). These amounts are considerable when the average salary of faculty members in 
the public sector ranges from about 151 USD to 520 USD a month (Cao-Nguyen, 2019). Yet, whether 
this kind of award is popular among universities is still in question since most universities do not 
publicly share related information. 

Additionally, the effectiveness of faculty’s research-related rewards and their associated 
mechanisms are a matter of concern and in need of further exploration. Nguyen (2016) revealed 
that many participants are worried that some criteria used to assess the research performance of 
academics are too easy to meet and that the reward mechanisms can only distinguish those who do 
research from those who do not, while they fail to reflect the differences between good performers 
and average ones. The problem of lecturers “buying” publications in Vietnamese universities, to meet 
their job requirements or get a promotion or reward, is also attributable to the research-related 
reward mechanism (Dang-Nguyen, 2020). 

Research Committee
Vietnam has not yet developed a unified national framework focused on ethical issues in research 
with the exception of medical research. There are no legal documents that mention these matters 
and no agency to deal with them except for the National Professorship Committee (Hoi dong Giao 
su Nha nuoc). However, this board only regulates professorial candidates. For individuals other than 
professional candidates in the context of higher education, the ethical issues in research that they face 
are mainly mentioned in the regulations for doctorate students (Pham, 2013), especially in Chapter 
V of Regulations on Doctorate Enrollment and Training. For example, doctorate dissertations are 
required to properly cite and refer to sources of research results of other authors, if any (MOET, 2017). 

At the institutional level, scientific councils (Hoi dong Khoa hoc truong), and academic boards 
(Hoi dong Dao tao) are present in almost all Vietnamese public higher education institutions as a part 
of their organizational structures (Salmi & Pham, 2019). The university rector establishes this body 
to give academic advice on relevant matters in the institution. Article 19 of the Higher Education 
Law of 2012 also has regulations on the functions of this body including, for instance, creating 
guidelines on research and training exercises and developing research plans (National Assembly of 
Vietnam, 2012). At the departmental level, there are also faculty councils (Hoi dong Khoa). A faculty 
council represents the academic staff of a department and takes responsibility for academic matters 
including research and teaching. Although these academic councils work as counselling groups for 
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the university leadership; however, as indicated by Pham (2017), their position is restricted to the 
point that it is uncommon for there to be any contradictory ideas between academic councils and 
the university leadership. 

Besides academic councils within universities, a research office also plays the role of a unit 
that manages and supports research. The effectiveness of this type of office in supporting research 
activities in Vietnamese universities has not been revealed on a large scale. Nguyen and Meek 
(2016), when examining research in four key universities in Vietnam, however, uncovered that the 
role of the research office seems unclear. This kind of office fails to develop its functions to the fullest 
extent especially in the sense that it is operated as an “organizer” and a “controller” rather than as 
a “planner” and a “leader.” There seems to be a lack of an effective system that can help research 
behaviors be standardized and formalized. 

Publications 
Some decades ago, no Vietnamese universities were recognized for their quality of teaching and 
research by any rankings of either top Asian universities or global universities (Vallely & Wilkinson, 
2008). Vallely and Wilkinson (2008) accentuated that higher education institutions in Vietnam are 
secluded from global flows of knowledge and greatly lack research publications. In this regard, 
Vietnam seems to linger a long way behind its Southeast and East Asian neighbors, and considerably 
further behind when contrasted with developed nations. Since the mid-2000s, thanks to the 
dissemination of information from some leading Vietnamese scientists who studied in Western 
countries and returned to work in Vietnam, Vietnamese scholars have become familiar with academic 
databases from Western nations, such as the Clarivate’s Web of Science and Elsevier’s Scopus (Pham, 
2019; Trinh et al., 2020). Additionally, the international world-class university initiatives, which 
emphasize the number of publications in peer-reviewed journals, also contribute to increasing 
interest in publications among Vietnamese academics (Salmi & Pham, 2019). The quantity of 
publications of universities is also on the rise due to new regulations for doctoral training. Since 
2017, the utilization of peer-reviewed international journals in Vietnam shifted from optional to 
required in some cases when a doctoral student is required to have at least one paper published in 
a Scopus/Web of Science-indexed journal for graduation. Among various criteria, it is also required 
that a lecturer must have one paper, at minimum, to be published in this kind of journal as the first 
or corresponding author to be eligible for being a doctoral supervisor (MOET, 2017). In addition, 
policies on research benefits, especially on rewarding the appearance of articles in international 
journals, have contributed to an increase in publications by academics at Vietnamese universities. 
Banking University of Ho Chi Minh City, Ho Chi Minh City University of Technology and Education, 
and Ho Chi Minh City Open University found that increased financial rewards for articles in journals 
indexed in Scopus or Web of Science have increased the number of articles in such journals written 
by academics at their institutions (Minh-Giang, 2019). 

Due to these changes, Vietnamese higher education institutions have gained considerable 
ground in expanding the number of research publications (Minh-Giang, 2019, 2021; Nguyen, 2020). 
During 2011–2019, Vietnam published 33,474 Web of Science-indexed English articles, achieving an 
average growth rate of 22% annually (Nguyen, 2020). The rise in the number of articles in Web of 
Science-indexed journals can also be seen from the list of authors rewarded for publishing articles 
in this type of journal by MOET. From 28 universities with a total of 1,718 articles published in 2018, 
the number grew to 34 universities with a total of 3,627 articles by 2020 (Han-Tran, 2019; Minh-
Giang, 2021). Publication growth is also evident in data on articles in Scopus-indexed journals from 
2000 to 2019, as Figure 1 shows (Scimago, 2020).
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Figure 1. The number of works published by Vietnam as recorded in the Scopus-database for 
years 2000-2019

Reference: Scimago (2020)

As for the number of articles in various fields, academics from the natural and applied 
sciences, or science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) subjects, have produced 
most of the publications. In contrast, papers in the social sciences and humanities are much lower 
(Le, 2016; Vuong & Tran, 2019). The rate of publications produced by Vietnamese academics still 
varies greatly from one university to the next. From 2011 to 2019, only 66 (among more than 200 
Vietnamese universities) had research published in Web of Science-indexed English journals, while 
the top ten universities in this list accounted for 50% of the total Web of Science-indexed English 
research output for the country (MOET, 2019; Nguyen, 2020). In terms of citations, despite a vast 
increase in research output in Vietnam in recent years, its number of citable records per 1 million 
citizens in 2017 was lower than the number in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand and 
only higher than that of the Philippines (World Bank, 2020a). It is also revealed that with regards 
to quality and effect as estimated by the h-index, Vietnam was at the bottom of the list compared 
with other Southeast Asian countries, including Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and 
Thailand (World Bank, 2020a).

Discussion
Research culture in Vietnamese universities has many characteristics, reflected through indicators 
compiled by Salazar-Clemeña and Almonte-Acosta (2007). Among factors contributing to the 
formation of research culture in Vietnamese universities are state-related ones, concerning what 
the government does toward education, and how. The state of Vietnam has issued many policies 
and legal documents for improving research in universities, to serve the development of the country 
after a period of economic and social stabilization following the war’s end in 1975 (Nguyen, 2020), 
and to respond to the international world-class university initiatives that emphasize research 
and publications (Salmi & Pham, 2019). State policies and regulations cover almost every aspect 
of university research, from human resources training to publications. Besides, the state has not 
stopped updating legal documents and issuing new ones. For example, the Amendment of Higher 
Education Law 2018 added provisions to prioritize the recruitment of lecturers with doctoral 
qualifications, as well as professors to promote research capabilities of universities, something 
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that the 2012 Higher Education Law did not mention (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012, 2018). 
Undeniably, the research culture of Vietnamese universities has changed due to the influence of 
these policies and documents. Many lecturers are allowed to study abroad in doctoral programs 
to improve their expertise; lecturers are rewarded for their research work, and collaboration with 
external partners gradually takes shape, mainly in relation to publications. However, some policies 
and documents related to university research remain inconsistent. For instance, the Amendment 
of Higher Education Law 2018 stipulates that universities have autonomy in academic aspects, but 
Article 42 of this Law still affirms that the government regulates science and technology activities in 
higher education institutions (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). In addition, several policies also 
lead to problems in research that are of public concern, such as those related to rewarding lecturers 
for having articles published in Scopus/Web of Science-indexed journals and using publications as 
one of the criteria for promoting and rewarding lecturers. This is something the state and other 
stakeholders must consider because it can create a “publish or perish” culture that threatens research 
ethics. Chasing articles for rankings, awards and promotions can cause institutions and individuals to 
violate ethical issues. Reportedly, some universities have paid fees to academics not affiliated with 
them for including their names as author- institutions in articles to increase the number of these 
“paying” institutions’ publications, contributing to raising their rankings (Minh-Giang, 2019). This 
is considered as one of the “toxic” elements in academic culture, threatening the development of 
the country’s higher education system (Yang, 2016).

In addition to rules and regulations, norms and traditions of the state for universities also 
contribute to features of the research culture in Vietnamese universities, such as university autonomy 
(Dao & Hayden, 2015; Nguyen, 2020). Basically, autonomy for universities is no different from any 
other organization (Vo & Laking, 2020). As Anderson and Johnson (1998) define it, autonomy is 
“the freedom of an institution to run its own affairs without direction or influence from any level 
of government” (p. 8). The autonomy of universities is distinguished by the aspect of academic 
freedom, which involves the right to determine the content, as well as methods, of its teaching and 
research (Vo & Laking, 2020). The Vietnamese government has issued various policy documents that 
have further enhanced the autonomy of universities. Importantly, Resolution 77 allows universities 
to be fully self-financing instead of relying on state funding. Accordingly, universities are free to 
set and increase tuition fees within a limit set by the state and use these funds for their activities 
(Government of Vietnam, 2014). The Amendment of Higher Education Law 2018 also entitles 
the higher education institution to exercise autonomy in various aspects including academic and 
professional practice, organizational structure and personnel, and finance and property (National 
Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). Regardless of the government issuing policy documents to grant more 
autonomy to universities, various studies affirm that Vietnamese universities are still confronted 
with the lack of autonomy that has existed for a long time in the history of Vietnamese tertiary 
education (Dao & Hayden, 2015; Le & Hayden, 2017; Nguyen, 2020; World Bank, 2020a). Until 
now, there have been only 23 public higher education institutions (out of more than 170) that have 
experienced greater degrees of institutional autonomy, due to the “self-financing” mechanism. 
But to maintain self-financing status, universities must meet certain conditions, such as setting 
enrolment targets that comply with state regulations and setting aside at least 25% of revenues for 
their capital funds as well as complying with the tuition fee ceiling (Government of Vietnam, 2014). 
As a result, this mechanism does “little to increase universities’ substantive academic or management 
autonomy,” instead placing a heavier burden on students and their families, while removing the 
cost of the university from the state budget (Vo & Laking, 2020, p. 1094). Salmi and Pham (2019) 
also shared similar ideas that the state has given higher education institutions more autonomy, but 
the autonomy granted to them is conditional, depending on capabilities and the results of their 
university rankings/accreditation. In other words, autonomy is still “a favor rather than a right” (p. 
111). The lack of autonomy is said to hinder the introduction of financial rewarding measures for 
academics that have good achievements in their work since universities must comply with salary 
regulations based on the employment status of academics as they are doing (Nguyen, 2016). The 
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use of universities’ capital and assets in joint projects with external partners to raise money for their 
institutions is also challenging, as the process is subject to many complex regulations (Pham, 2020). 
The lack of autonomy certainly affects the general development of the research aspect of universities 
as autonomy is required for them in “charting their own paths to excellence” in research (Altbach 
& Salmi, 2011, p. 27). Another point worthy of attention is that problems related to autonomy are 
also believed to come from the universities themselves. Financial resources are so weak and the 
management capacity of some university leaders is so limited that it is almost impossible to run 
universities as autonomous entities (MOET, 2020c). Also, university autonomy is governed not only by 
Higher Education Law but also by other laws, such as the Law on Public Property, the Law on Public 
Investment, the Law on State Budget, and the Law on Public Officials and Officers, some contents 
of which are not always aligned (Tran-Huynh, 2021). 

Under the 2012 Higher Education Law, relevant line ministries or state agencies were responsible 
for the appointment of university rectors (National Assembly of Vietnam, 2012). However, Article 
20 of the 2018 amendment to the law stipulates that rectors of public higher-education institutions 
are decided by university councils. Although this seems to give more autonomy to universities, 
the nominated candidate must be recognized by the “managing body of the university” (National 
Assembly of Vietnam, 2018). Hence the rector, appointed with the “assent” of the body that manages 
the institution (Vo & Laking, 2020, p. 1084), is still granted nearly ultimate authority. Provided that 
the rector holds fast to MOET guidelines, or the directions given by other line ministries or state 
instrumentalities, this person can make decisions with little respect to the desires of other different 
stakeholders such as lecturers and students (Salmi & Pham, 2019). For this reason, concerning 
research committees, although the Higher Education Law of 2012 provides room for academic 
councils to apply their leadership over a wide scope of scholarly issues, a large portion of their 
impact is in general limited to screening research proposals and to advising on the distribution of the 
university research funding (Salmi & Pham, 2019). This is similar to the presence and operation of 
councils at departmental levels whose role is blurred. Most academic affairs related to departments 
are decided by the deans, and then the deans will report directly to the rector and vice versa. The 
rector, with almost absolute authority, usually assigns tasks to departments through the deans 
(Hayden & Lam, 2006). With these characteristics, academic councils are unable to perform well in 
the function of advising or countering the university, but rather they turn into bodies that “counsel 
themselves” (Pham, 2017). 

Various features of university research culture in Vietnam are also caused by the state’s 
tradition of spending on higher education. Traditionally, Vietnam has spent less on higher education 
than on basic education and less on universities than on research institutes; these traditions have 
contributed to the paucity of financial resources available to fund research activities in universities 
(World Bank, 2019; Nguyen, 2020). Also, old norms are being used for subsidizing higher education, 
including the reality that many universities receive state funding based on historically-negotiated 
recurrent budget allocation – what they got in the past they will similarly get for the present and 
future. This creates several issues, including producing research results in the absence of standards 
of excellence or pertinence, as well as inadequate motivating forces to pull in extra wellsprings 
of financing from public-private associations and/or private credit markets (Dang, 2019; Thuy-Le, 
2018). The absence of a tradition of establishing relationships with external partners causes various 
problems for research development in Vietnam including the low degree of research and technology 
transfer (Dang, 2019). Furthermore, the advancement of strong physical research infrastructure has 
been hindered by an absence of investment from industry in university research (Nguyen, 2013), 
which may also dissatisfy and disenchant qualified researchers (Weiler, Guri-Rosenblit & Sawyerr, 
2008). In addition, during a time when there are many obstacles to face-to-face group activities 
due to Covid-19, many universities in the world have turned to online platforms as a panacea for 
this situation to ensure the continuity of academic activities (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). However, 
with the current conditions related to the quality and quantity of the infrastructure, Vietnamese 
higher education institutions face many difficulties operating in this way (World Bank, 2020a). In this 
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centralized management culture, researchers also appear to be “watched” too intently on how they 
utilize their research funding while there is a lack of clear and explicit guidance on the ways that 
research funding may be spent. To some extent, the close supervision helps in the management of 
funding, but it also gives the appearance that researchers are not trusted, which probably decreases 
innovation and contributes to the low levels of job satisfaction reported by scholars (Pham, 2013). 
Hence, this norm should be changed so that researchers can focus on doing research as their main 
task rather than having to spend too much time thinking about how to abide by rigid financial rules 
(Nguyen & Meek, 2016).

Conclusion
State-related factors, such as policies and regulations for university research, as well as norms and 
traditions of the state for some aspects of university research, have contributed to the formation 
of various features in university research in Vietnam. The state has created many policies and legal 
documents that have been designed to improve university research. These are updated and changed 
as necessary to suit Vietnam’s needs and respond to external influences. As a result, the research 
culture in Vietnamese universities has undeniably improved in recent years. Lecturers receive 
support to improve their qualifications; they are rewarded for their research works; the number of 
publications originating at Vietnamese universities has increased; and universities have begun to 
collaborate on research with external partners, including both individuals and organizations. 

On the other hand, some of the government’s policies and documents offer conflicting guidance. 
This makes it difficult and confusing for universities to institute policies that would promote research, 
such as improving salaries for faculty and using capital and assets in joint ventures (Pham, 2020). 
Additionally, the policies and regulations are often ineffective because there is little verification of 
whether universities implement them (MOET, 2020a). Besides, although various rules and regulations 
have been implemented to encourage the development of university research, some long-standing 
norms and traditions of the state for aspects of research have limited this improvement. These 
state-related factors include the nation’s tradition of spending less on higher education than on 
basic education and less on universities than on research institutes independent of them, the lack 
of autonomy among universities, the almost ultimate power of the university rector, and the use 
of the historically-negotiated recurrent approach for allocating research funding to universities 
with too much supervision for researchers’ use of funding. Different problems stem from these 
factors, such as the lack of budget for research and ethics-related matters. Although these state-
related factors cannot fully explain the existence of all the characteristics of the research culture of 
Vietnamese universities, the impact of these factors cannot be overshadowed, given the fact that 
Vietnam’s higher education is highly regulated by the state, which has many different policies and 
legal documents covering almost all aspects of research. This reality ensures that changes to research 
culture in universities must accompany changes to the state-related factors believed to influence 
the formation of research culture’s features. 

To develop a research culture in Vietnamese universities, the state should develop more 
consistent regulations relating to the autonomy of universities and support universities in achieving 
autonomy. Besides, as a gap exists between the introduction of up-to-date policies or legal documents 
for research development at universities and the effectiveness of implementing them, the state 
must have a monitoring mechanism for the implementation of state policies and regulations, with 
content about recognizing successful cases and improving ineffective cases. The state also must adjust 
documents related to university research that perpetuate various inconsistencies. Issues related to 
research ethics also need attention through considering the provision of the guiding documents for 
universities and the establishment of an agency in charge of them. Greater state investment and 
encouragement of stakeholder participation are needed to develop the research infrastructure in 
Vietnam. The initial focus should be on universities that already have research-oriented personnel 
and policies. Also, the state should consider adopting different funding patterns, based on a range of 
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strategic and competitive criteria such as performance funding, commonly used in the Netherlands 
and the United Kingdom and full-costing mechanisms for funding allocation, widely used in the 
United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom (Jongbloed, 2001; Dill & van Vught, 2010). These 
adjustments are obviously challenging as some norms, beliefs, and traditions have existed for a 
long time and become deeply ingrained in individuals and organizations. Yet, the development of 
university research in Vietnam requires such changes. 
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