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This study explores the impact of the current Vietnamese financial autonomy framework
on the income structures and revenue diversification strategies of Vietnamese public
universities under management of the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET).
Recently, the government mandated that all higher education institutions need to
enhance their financial autonomy level. For universities under MOET, autonomous
universities are required to maintain their current level of financial self-reliance (Group
1), while the rest are required to “cover at least their recurrent budget by the end of 2025”
(Group 2) and move towards charging full cost recovery of higher education. This
challenging demand could substantially shift the financial landscape of Vietnamese
higher education, driving universities to look for alternative funding sources beyond state
budget. However, the empirical evidence on the resultant income structures and the
revenue diversification strategies universities employ to manage this transition remains
scarce. This study compares the income structures and revenue diversification strategies
of autonomous (Group 1) and pre-autonomous (Group 2) universities. An explanatory
sequential mixed-methods design is employed: quantitative analysis of financial data
compares the income structures of the two groups, followed by thematic analysis of
strategic documents and interviews to reveal perceptions of resource dependencies and
revenue diversification. The findings were then interpreted with reference to Resource

Dependence Theory.



The analysis of 39 universities under MOET revealed a high level of dependency on tuition
fees in both groups. Autonomous universities, however, are more dependent on tuition
and receive less from the state budget compared to the pre-autonomous ones. Only
teacher-training and art-related higher education institutions in Group 2 are still
dependent on the state budget. Income from research and technology was minimal,
showing a systemic problem. Another key finding is that in general, autonomous
universities charge higher tuition fees than their group 2 counterparts in all standard full-
time degree programs.

Qualitative findings from thematic analysis of strategic plans and interviews with four
selected universities revealed that financial autonomy is perceived as the withdrawal of
state funding. Strategies for revenue diversification predominantly focused on expanding
tuition-related income through opening new programs, branding to attract students,
raising tuition fees, exploring non-traditional modes of trainings (e.g., short-cycled,
distant learning courses). Other strategies to increase income from research and
technology transfer, entrepreneurial activities and applying for external grants are diverse
and developed based on universities’ strengths. However, the implementation is limited
and has not brought significant results.

The findings conclude that the current framework of financial autonomy has not fostered
genuine and sustainable revenue diversification but instead created a tuition-driven
autonomous model. This model risks turning higher education into a commodity, harms

its accessibility and equity and undermines its research capacity and public missions.
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Chapter I. Introduction

1. Background

Traditionally, Vietnamese higher education has been considered highly centralized. From
a different perspective, however, since the Renovation (P6i Méi reforms), which
abolished the planned economy in the 1980s, higher education has undergone a gradual
and nuanced process of decentralization. Since the 2010s, the shift toward greater
institutional autonomy for higher education institutions (HEIs) has accelerated and
become prominent, marking a notable change in the Vietnamese higher education
system. Even though the benefit of greater institutional autonomy is undeniable for HEISs,
there are opinions that the autonomy reform in Vietnamese higher education system has
put too much focus on the objective of reducing state funding for public universities
instead of the decentralization process (VO & Laking, 2020). A World Bank’s policy note
also highlighted a worrying trend of low state funding for higher education, noting that in
Viet Nam, universities’ financial autonomy is often equated with financial self-reliance
and declining state support (N. A. Tran et al., 2023).

In 2014, Resolution 77/NQ-CP on “Pilot Renovation of the Operation Mechanism of
Public Tertiary Education Institutions during 2014-2017” grants a group of piloted
universities more institutional autonomy with a condition that they must cover all their
operational and investment expenses. The universities that are participating in the pilot
programs are mostly prestigious and leading in their respective fields or geographical
regions. Recently, the government extended this project into compulsory requirements
for the rest of universities. Despite the concern from universities that they should not

become financially self-reliant in a uniform manner given their varying contexts and
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capacities, the government set the same timeline for all universities. Plan No. 141/KH-
BCDTKNQ18 dated December 6, 2024, on the “Orientation for Restructuring and
Streamlining the Organizational Apparatus of the Government” requested all academies
and higher education institutions to cover at least their recurrent expenditure by the end
of 2025. Universities are expected to strengthen their financial autonomy and gradually
transition to charging full price for their public services. In early 2024, the Ministry of
Home Affairs requested the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) to restructure
their university network. According to this restructuring plan, universities under MOET
are divided into two groups with two pathways:

Group 1: 11 HEIs required to maintain their current level of institutional
autonomy.

Group 2: 24 HEIs requested to become autonomous and cover at least their
recurrent expenses by the end of 2025.

The first group of universities consists of those that have successfully transitioned to being
autonomous. These institutions are often considered more prestigious and participated
in the initial pilot program under Resolution 77/NQ-CP from 2014 to 2017. They have
successfully reduced their reliance on the state budget and now are mostly self-reliant in
terms of financial resources. On the other hand, the group 2 universities are the ones that
are going to start their autonomy transformation latest by the end of 2025, with the goal
being set as “to cover at least their recurrent budget”. Within the scope of this study, group
1 and group 2 universities are also referred to as "autonomous" and “pre-autonomous”
universities respectively to highlight their different levels of autonomy.

This evolving landscape raises questions about how the current financial autonomy

framework influences different groups of universities. As they are about to meet the same
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financial expectations, it becomes essential to understand the differences in their
financial profiles and their revenue diversification strategies under the pressure of
reduced state funding. Exploring these dynamics can offer timely insights into the
effectiveness, equality, and long-term viability of the ongoing autonomy reforms in the
Vietnamese higher education system.
2. Research Questions
The study compares the income structure of Group 1 (autonomous) universities and
Group 2 (pre-autonomous) universities. The differences can provide insights on the
effects of the financial autonomy enhancement trends in Vietnamese universities’ finance.
Besides, it also explores the strategies adopted by universities to diversify their income
and manage resource dependencies. The study seeks answers to the following questions:
- What are the similarities and differences in income structures between Group 1
and Group 2 universities?
- How do Group 1 and Group 2 universities use their financial autonomy to diversify
their revenue in the context of decreasing state budgets from the government?
- What are the opportunities and challenges for Group 1 and Group 2 in diversifying
their revenue?
3. Significance of the study
This study contributes to the growing literature body of financial autonomy and revenue
diversification in Vietnamese universities. While there is existing literature about the legal
framework and model of institutional autonomy, this research offers insights into the
actual income structures, and revenue diversification strategies to manage external
dependencies. The findings can help MOET and policy makers to redirect the current

financial autonomy policies to fit with the context of institutions and their capabilities.
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For institutional leaders, this study can inform their advocacy and strategic planning and
serve as a reference source of practical examples of how universities diversify their

revenues.
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Chapter I1. Conceptual and Policy Context

1. University Autonomy

In Viet Nam, financial autonomy granted by the government to the university is not
isolated, but as a subset of the broader institutional autonomy framework established by
the government such as the Law on Higher Education (2018) and Decree 60/ 2021/ ND-
CP. These laws created a stratified system with public universities having different levels
of autonomy (ranging from non to fully autonomous) which directly determine their
rights in setting tuition fees, retain surplus revenues, and run income-generating
activities. To understand the differences in financial autonomy of Vietnamese
universities, it is important to go back to the concept of university autonomy in literature
and later, examine how it is operationalized in the Vietnamese policy context.

University autonomy or institutional autonomy is a multifaceted concept that has been
extensively studied. The Greek word “auto” means “self” and “nomos” means “custom or
laws” (Fumasoli et al., 2014). Historically, university autonomy has associated with
academic self-governance and academic freedom (Gornitzka et al., 2017). Academic self-
governance is the control of academics in all university matters concerning research
management, student enrolment, standards, and degrees, etc. while academic freedom
refers to the freedom of scholars in their research and teaching.

Over time, the concept has been evolving and defined more comprehensively. There is no
single definite definition of university autonomy that could be globally applied for
different higher education systems or different types of HEIs (Kohtamiki &
Balbachevsky, 2018). For instance, in England, university autonomy is to protect the HEIs

from outside pressure while, in Japan, historically, university autonomy was defined in
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relation to the ministerial control. The market-oriented policies in those countries later
changed the meaning of university autonomy for them, bringing about “contractual
autonomy” in England and institutional autonomy in Japan (Yokoyama, 2007).

Most dictionaries defined autonomy as “the right to self-governed” (Tapper & Salter,
1995). Westerheijden et al. (2010) defined institutional autonomy of a university in a
broad and holistic way as “the managerial flexibility of institutions to construct their own
identity, to determine their own profile and to set their own goals and priorities without
interference”. T. T. H. Vu et al. (2023) referred to autonomy as the freedom of a university
to decide its own tasks, building and implementing its strategies to achieve its own
missions without being constrained by macro-level regulations.

University autonomy has long been argued as a relational and dynamic concept. Neave
(1998) highlighted the political context in which university autonomy is found. He argued
that university autonomy is defined by the relationship between government, society, and
university, emphasizing the intervention of external stakeholders and interests that
universities must engage with, seek support from and ultimately rely upon. Anderson &
Johnson (1998) while defining university autonomy, also noted the role of government
influence via their legislative authority or financial power. Kohtamiki & Balbachevsky
(2018) also shared the similar view that “autonomy is always relational, since it is
produced through the relationship between one and other agents (internal or external
ones)”.

Additionally, the relationship between government, external stakeholders and
universities is not static but constantly changing and interpreted. Estermann & Nokkala
(2009) defined institutional autonomy as “the constantly changing relations between the

state and higher education institutions and the degree of control exerted by the state,
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depending on the national context and circumstance”. Gornitzka et al. (2017) described
the concept of “living autonomy” of universities. The term “living autonomy” refers to the
concept that institutional autonomy is not static but dynamic, continuously evolving
based on the interplay between universities and their socio-political and economic
environments. Gornitzka et al. (2017) categorized “living autonomy” of a HEI as included:
+ Centralization: dispersion of authority to make decisions affecting the
organization.
+ Formalizations: the extent to which communications and procedures that the
universities adhere.
+ Standardization: The level of uniformity in processes, practices, and outputs across
the institution or sector.
+ Legitimization: The extent to which university practices and decisions are accepted
as valid by external stakeholders (e.g., government, industry, society).
+ Flexibility: The institution’s capacity to adapt to changing circumstances, and new
expectations, demands and requirements.
In Southeast Asia, many ASEAN Member States are experiencing the trend of
privatization and decentralization with increasing university autonomy and weakening
government control. However, it is also noted that the governance of higher education in
most Southeast Asian countries is currently still centralized (Association of Southeast
Asian Nations, n.d.). University autonomy in Viet Nam, for instance, is defined and
regulated in legal frameworks, guided by the law and Communist Party’s agenda and
autonomy reforms are also mostly originated from the government. Le (2022) described
university autonomy in Viet Nam as the creation of a mechanism for universities, within

the framework of state law, to take the initiative in organizing the implementation and
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decision-making of academic content, organizational structure and personnel, and
finance. She even argued that the top-down way in which law and policy are enacted
coupled with the state centralized governance do not make university more independent
but add another layer of control on universities.

Regarding policy discourse, multiple efforts have captured the progression of HE and
university autonomy progress. For example, the Lisbon Declaration of European
University Association (EUA) defined university autonomy as having four aspects,
including (1) academic autonomy, (2) financial autonomy, (3) organizational autonomy
and (4) personnel autonomy (European Association of Universities, 2007). Later in EUA’s
work of creating autonomy scorecard for European university, these four dimensions has
been consistently utilized and expanded as criteria to assess the level of autonomy in
European universities (Estermann & Nokkala, 2009); (Estermann et al., 2011); (Pruvot &

Esterman, 2017); (Pruvot et al., 2023).

« Selection procedure for the » Inclusion and selection of external

executive head
= Selection criteria for the executive
head

« Dismissal of the executive head

« Term of office of the executive
head

members in governing bodies

= Capacity to decide on academic

structures

= Capacity to create legal entities

FINANCIAL AUTONOMY
« Length and type of public funding
« Capacity to keep surplus
«+ Capacity to borrow money
« Ability to own buildings

= Ability to charge tuition fees for

national/EU students

« Ability to charge tuition fees for

non-EU students

STAFFING AUTONOMY

« Ability to decide on recruitment
procedures (senior academic/
senior administrative staff)

+ Ability to decide on salaries (senior
academic/senior administrative
staff)

= Ability to decide on dismissals

(senior academic/senior
administrative staff)

= Ability to decide on promotions

(senior academic/senior
administrative staff)

« Capacity to decide on overall
student numbers

« Ability to select students
+ Ability to introduce programmes
« Ability to terminate programmes

= Ability to choose the language

of instruction

= Capacity to select QA mechanisms

and providers

= Ability to design content of degree

programmes

Table 1: Four Dimensions of University Autonomy According to EUA

Reports (Pruvot et al., 2023)
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On the other hand, Westerheijden et al. (2010) from Center for Higher Education Policy
Studies’ (CHEPS) defined institutional autonomy differently as a set of four dimensions
including organizational autonomy, policy autonomy, interventional autonomy, and

financial autonomy. The explanations of these four dimensions are as follow:

Autonomy dimension Item

Organisational autonomy  Are public universities free to determine their own internal governance
structure?

Policy autonomy Are public universities free to appoint staff and can they determine staff
salaries?

Are they free to select their Bachelors students and to decide on the

number of study places?

Are they free to develop their own teaching and research programmes?
Interventional autonomy Are public universities obliged to produce a strategic plan?

Are they required to report upon their activities?

Are they required to have evaluation systems for teaching and research?
Financial autonomy™ Are public universities free to decide on the internal allocation of public

and private funds?

Are they free to borrow funds on the capital market?

Are they free to build up reserves and/or carry over unspent financial

resources from one year to the next?

Are they free to determine how they spend their public operational grant?

Table 2. Four Dimensions of Institutional Autonomy Used in CHEPS Report

(Westerheijden et al., 2010)
While the EUA’s definition focused more on specific areas of operation, CHEPS provides

more broadly defined criteria. The four dimensions that EUA utilized do not overlap with
each other, rather simple and straightforward. On the other hand, CHEPS’s framework
added the complex layers of external intervention and policy autonomy, making it more
holistic and giving more opportunities to explore the complex relationship of universities
with other stakeholders. In the policy context of Viet Nam, multiple researchers have
investigated Vietnamese university autonomy and most of them opted for the EUA’s four
categories of autonomy to describe the legal autonomy system. (Hoang et al., 2023),

(Nguyén, 2022)
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2. Financial Autonomy
K. T. Le (2022) and T. T. H. Le (2023) emphasized the two important dimensions
including revenue and expenditure. They defined financial autonomy as the authority of
an entity to manage these two aspects to achieve institutional goals. Control over activities
such as income generating, fund allocation, budgetary priority establishment, etc. are the
core of institutional autonomy. Similarly, Kohtamaki & Lyytinen (2004) also described a
financial autonomous entity as a distinct and separable unit that has its own funding from
different income sources, its own costs and property. This entity can make and implement
financial decisions without interference by an outside authority. However, they
acknowledged that complete autonomy is an unattainable ideal, and financial autonomy
is always a matter of degree since HEIs are always required to meet goals or agenda set
by the central government. State-steering mechanisms such as performance-based
funding or agreements are how the government can exert their influence over the
universities (Kohtamaiki, 2011) . It is also important to note that financial autonomy goes
with governance and accountability. It allows universities to have flexibility in income
generating, and fund allocation, but it also requires universities to follow mechanisms
that ensure their accountability and societal responsibility.
From policy perspective, Estermann & Nokkala (2009) defined financial autonomy as
including two major aspects: the procedural framework of public funding (regarding
funding contracts, intermediary funding bodies, and financial reporting schedules) and
the financial capacity of the university. The financial capacity of the university covering
the following elements:

- The extent universities can accumulate reserves and keep surplus from state

funding
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The authority to set tuition fees

The ability to borrow funds from financial market independently
The ability to invest in financial products

The capability to issues bonds and shares

The ability to own the land and buildings they occupy

They also noted that financial autonomy is obviously linked very closely to other

dimensions of autonomy and can hardly be examined in isolation. For instance, financial

autonomy is linked to staffing autonomy in terms of salary or recruiting new staff.

Similarly, it is tied to academic autonomy, as the ability to allocate funds and set priorities

allows universities to invest in research initiatives and develop new programs based on

their own strategic goals.

T. T. H. Le (2023) drew on literature to identify and examine factors that contribute to

financial autonomy at public higher education institutions including:

Diversification of Revenue Sources: to pursue multiple income streams and reduce
reliance on a single unreliable source.

Institutional Entrepreneurship: to develop activities such as research
commercialization and marketing training programs.

Efficient Resource Allocation: to use data driven budgeting and audits.

Strategic Partnerships: to collaborate with industries and governments for funding
and innovation.

Performance-Based Funding: to tie government allocations to outcomes metrics.

These are aspects that illustrate how financial autonomy is not just a formal legal status

granted by the government, but also a set of operational capacities that enable universities

to respond strategically to the changing resource environments.
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The benefits of enhancing financial autonomy for universities have been widely discussed.
It is seen as improving the management efficiency of universities, enabling them to make
decisions aligning with their institutional goals (Gongcalves, 2012). Universities with
greater financial autonomy and accountability can manage resources more efficiently and
effectively, leading to cost reductions and improved quality of service (Polese & Monetta,
2006). For example, in Indian private universities, financial autonomy has a positive
influence on their strategic planning capabilities and overall organizational performance
(Gharsi et al., 2024). Financial autonomy also encouraged universities to search for
income sources, reducing dependence on government funding via collaboration with
enterprises or engagement in other entrepreneurial activities.

Even though financial autonomy brings about a wide range of benefits, its practice on
higher education is debated. One prominent concern in the push for autonomy is the lack
of state funding. In many cases, public universities suffer from inadequate funding,
government support and economic constraints which inhibit their ability to enhance
financial autonomy and deliver quality education (T. T. H. Le, 2023), (Kohtamaki, 2011).
Next, it is challenging to balance financial autonomy and government control over higher
education. Waluyo (2018) argued that Indonesian HEIs have benefited from having more
financial autonomy in activities such as income generating and revenue managing,
however, the control from the government side is still extensive. From the universities’
perspective, the strong control elements make the granted financial autonomy worthless.
Tanzania's system also shared the same problems of symbolic autonomy (e.g., autonomy
only exists on paper), extensive government interference, lack of clear policy guidelines,
insufficient funding sources, and policy formulation gaps (Kadikilo et al., 2025). In

addition, Brown (2010) identified institutional autonomy, especially in the financial
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aspect (e.g.: freedom to set missions, fees and regulate admissions), as a characteristic of
a marketized higher education system. He argued that marketization is the process of
HEIs relying less on state budget and adopting market-like mechanisms such as
competition, tuition fees, and private providers. This process can lead to HEIs
corporatization, inequality, declining academic quality, and distorted university
priorities. It also risks making universities become driven by market forces and
undermining their public missions.

Financial autonomy in this study is examined in practice to explore how Vietnamese
universities under the management of the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET)
utilize financial autonomy to diversify their income sources in the context of decreasing
state budgets. The study also provides implications on the impact of Vietnamese financial
autonomy framework on the power dynamics, financial structures, and resource
dependencies of universities.

3. Revenue Diversification

Financial austerity and fiscal stress have become a prominent topic in higher education
discourse, often involving substantial funding cuts in government financial support for
HEIs (Thompson & Khan, 2025), (Willmott & Wall, 2012), (Mutambara & Chinyoka,
2016). Academics and policymakers who are supporters of austerity measures argued that
it was necessary to secure reductions in public debt, stabilize financial markets, and
prevent further deterioration of the economy (Clarke et al., 2018). The financial austerity
of higher education worldwide stems from the trend that higher education’s rising costs
exceed the growth of the available revenues. This challenge impacts both high- and low-
income countries, but it is especially apparent in countries with expanding enrolment to

higher education, possibly due to increased birth rates and low tertiary education
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participation rates. This situation is further exacerbated in countries with low GDP and
governments face constraints in taxation and borrowing (Johnstone, 2002). In Europe,
the financial crisis of 2008 has led to extensive austerity measures, resulting in significant
cuts in public expenditure on higher education (Nixon, 2017). In the US, financial
austerity is apparent. US public universities that rely on state funding suffered significant
budget reductions leading to staff layoffs, enrollment caps, increased tuition fees, and
reduced student access (Douglass, 2010). In Asia-Pacific, Tilak & Choudhury (2023)
gathered data and proved that not only countries with low-economic development
invested less public funding on higher education, but some economically advanced ones
also did the same. Globally, there is a trend of decreased public resources for higher
education and a major shift of costs to households and students.

Against this background, the common responses for HEIs are to combine measures to
enhance efficiency and enhance revenue diversification (Johnstone, 2002). In this
research's scope, we will focus on revenue diversification measures of HEIs. Resource
Dependency Theory indicates that revenue diversification is a long-term solution for non-
profit organizations (Jaafar et al., 2023). Ziderman & Albrecht (2013) described revenue
diversification as the efforts of many HEIs to expand their income streams beyond tuition
fees from traditional teaching activities. It involves generating revenue from non-
traditional activities such as offering short-term vocationally courses, conducting applied
contract research for industry, providing consultancy services, and securing donations
and endowments from alumni and industry partners. These activities are presented by

Ziderman & Albrecht (2013) in the following model:

25



GOVERNMENT

GRANTS RESEARC PI
COMMISSION COUNCILS SECTDR
.f

S

__®_________PE'?E_“§'P _____________________

S\’STEM

PRIVATE
SECTOR

]

STUDENTS ALUMNIJ INDUSTRY

Figure 1: Revenue Diversification Model of HEIs (Ziderman & Albrecht,
2013)

On the other hand, Pruvot & Estermann (2012) defined additional funding streams for
HEIs as all other income sources except direct national/ regional public funding. They
include income generated from contracts with private sectors (both research- and
education-related contracts), donations, income generated by provision of services
(consultancy, rental of facilities, residences, catering, libraries, museums, etc.) and
income through financial activities.

Teixeira et al. (2014) defined revenue-diversification activities as including teaching,
research, partnering with third parties, initiatives in auxiliary services and development
initiatives. He emphasized that tuition fees or the introduction of cost-sharing are an

important aspect of revenue diversification in higher education.
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The benefits of revenue diversification are widely researched in literature. It is seen as
crucial strategies for universities to enhance university financial sustainability. Jaafar et
al., (2023) pointed out that Malaysian universities with higher revenue diversification
have better financial sustainability. Similarly, Mirian (2024) and Kimathi & Irungu
(2024) argued that universities with more diversified revenue sources are less vulnerable
to external economic fluctuation.

However, the effectiveness of revenue diversification strategies is highly dependent on the
institutional capacity and country’s economic context. For instance, some Kenyan and
South African public universities faced difficulties in revenue diversification due to their
capacity and small domestic markets (Wangenge-Ouma, 2011). Teixeira & Koryakina
(2013) analyzed a decade of funding changes in Portugal and concluded that revenue
diversification hardly lives up to the expectation of marketization. The study indicates
that revenue diversification tends not to grow beyond a certain ceiling. Even when some
universities can do it, it is not the case for the entire system. It drives universities to
several options. The first option is raising tuition fees, which is not viable after a certain
point and poses a great challenge for equality and accessibility of the system. The second
option is to increase income from research funding; however, it is the only viable option
for capable institutions. The final option is to explore further funding from their mission
activities (e.g., university start-ups, industry contracts). This option also requires more
institutional autonomy and capacity.

Vietnamese universities still have weak financial diversity and an unsustainable financial
model. In Viet Nam, HEISs are over-relying on tuition fees from students, while the public
funding is very low (Le et al., 2021). With the deadline to enhance the level of financial

autonomy by 2025, Vietnamese public universities are facing a great challenge of reduced
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state budget and limited institutional capacity to gain alternative income. This study
investigates the financial income structure of the already “autonomous” universities and
compares it with “pre-autonomous” ones to identify patterns of resource dependences,
levels of revenue diversification and implications for Vietnamese public universities’
financial sustainability of the two groups. It can also shed light on the current capacity of
Vietnamese universities in revenue diversification and suggest a direction for the
university autonomy reform.

4. Legal Framework of Financial Autonomy for Vietnamese HEIs

Before 1986, Vietnamese higher education was under influence of the Soviet model. The
whole education system was very centralized, governed and fully subsidized by the
government. After Renovation (P&i mé1i), in response to the market economy, Viet Nam
abolished the tuition-free system at public universities and allowed private universities to
make profit. Since then, there has been a transition for greater institutional autonomy.
4.1. Early Recognition (1990s — 2000s)

The Communist Party of Viet Nam and Vietnamese government acknowledged the benefit
and importance of increased institutional autonomy and democracy among universities
in “Resolution 04-NQ/HNTW: On Continuing the Reform of Education and Training”
(1993). The guiding view was briefly mentioned and lacked actionable guidance:
“promoting the management responsibilities of ministries and departments of education
and training while strengthening the autonomy of institutions, especially universities, and
expanding democracy within schools” (Government, 1993).

Another significant early step was the establishment of two national universities in Ha
Noi and Ho Chi Minh (1993, 1995). They were granted significantly higher autonomy

compared to their counterparts and serve as national projects for excellent universities.
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This means Vietnamese government are aware that institutional autonomy is beneficial
and necessary for the development of universities. Currently, these national universities
are active advocate demanding more autonomy for HEIs in Viet Nam.
The Education Law (2005) for the first time granted vocational schools, universities, and
colleges “right to autonomy and bear full responsibility in accordance with legal
regulations and their institutional charters” in the following aspects:
(1) Teaching activities, developing curriculum, etc.
(2)  Admission process, training activities, and granting degrees
(3)  Organizational structures, staff recruitment, and recruitment
(4) Mobilizing, managing, and utilizing resources
(5)  Collaboration with other organizations as regulated by the Government
This framework of autonomy is not broad enough to cover the multifaceted and
comprehensive nature of autonomy. It is also vague and lacked specificity since it did not
clearly define the extent of autonomy given for universities or set any boundaries for
implementation. Most importantly, the government’s role is unclear, giving a lot of space
for intervention and varied universities’ interpretation.
4.2. A Shift in Governance Thinking (2005 — 2010)
The Resolution 14/2005/NQ-CP on the Fundamental and Comprehensive Reform of
Vietnamese Higher Education for the Period 2006—2020, widely known as Higher
Education Reform (HERA) set foundational direction for the autonomy reform. It
stipulates:

- Granting institutional autonomy and legal status to public universities.

- Abolishing “line-ministry” system and establishing an ownership mechanism for

public universities.
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e

- Defining the role of government as “overseeing,” “inspecting” and “supervising”

HEISs.

Although not fully implemented, for example, the “line-ministry” system was not
abolished, HERA established a clear roadmap for university autonomy.
During this period, the government’s approach to institutional autonomy was also getting
clearer with a focus on financial aspects. The Decree 43/2006/ND-CP categorized
autonomy of public HEIs into three levels according to how much they are financially self-
reliant:

(1) Self-financed public service units (Units that fully cover their recurrent

expenses)

(2) Partially self-financed public service units (Units that partly cover their

recurrent expenses with the rest provided by the government)

(3) State-budget-funded public service units (Units with low or no service income

and highly dependent on government for recurrent expenses)

(Government, 2006)

4.3. Formation of Current Legal Framework (2010s — current)
The University Charter (2010) and the first Law of Higher Education (2012) were
significant steps towards formalizing the autonomy and governance of universities in Viet
Nam. Later, the Resolution 77/NQ-CP piloted granting public universities with autonomy
in exchange for the cut in state budget. The Resolution listed out three objectives for the
pilot: (1) Encourage public HEIs to use and diversify their resources more efficiently, (2)
Reduce state budget spending; and at the same time (3) Ensure access to HE for students

of underprivileged background. The Resolution allows public HEIs to have more
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autonomy if they can cover their recurrent expenses and receive less state funding.
University autonomy is treated as a transactional relationship with the government.
Currently, the Law of Higher Education (amended in 2018) is the legal framework for
university autonomy in Vietnam. It defined university autonomy as followed:
“Institutional autonomy is higher education institutions’ rights and responsibilities in
carrying out their tasks of training, research and community service, international
collaboration, quality assurance and other activities in accordance with the law.”

There are 4 areas of autonomy presented in the Law including (1) Academic Autonomy,
(2) Organizational and Human Resource Autonomy, (3) International Autonomy and (4)
Financial Autonomy. Financial Autonomy, according to the law, is the freedom in the
following two aspects: (1) setting tuitions and fees (in accordance with state Law); (2)
utilizing revenues and assets, and carrying out investment, spending, and other economic
activities.

However, to be granted autonomy, Vietnamese public universities also need to meet
requirements from government including having a university council, a regulation to
manage their activities, a published reporting mechanism for quality assurance, and

practicing decentralization within the universities.
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Chapter III. Literature Review

1. Research Strands on Financial Autonomy in Vietnam

In recent decades, autonomy in higher education in Vietnam has emerged as a significant
area of focus, being widely studied from different perspectives (Nguyen, 2024). This
literature review is going to summarize and review different research strands in literature
about financial autonomy and revenue diversification in Vietnamese higher education
context. There are four research strands including (1) perceptions of university autonomy,
(2) legal framework of financial autonomy, (3) impact of financial autonomy framework
on universities, (4) Institutional Responses and Revenue Diversification

1.1. Perceptions of University Autonomy

Vietnamese academia, policy makers, and public audiences have divided opinion
regarding the nature of university autonomy and its relationship with financial autonomy.
There is a group advocating for the priority of financial autonomy in Vietnamese
university autonomy reform, steming from the pressing need for more financial resources
among universities (Ninh, 2019). The other group emphasizes a more comprehensive
approach to autonomy, arguing that universities only attain actual autonomy when they
have capacity and freedom in all academic, administrative, and staffing aspects and the
government should not focus too much on the finance aspect. Vu & Nguyen (2019)
generalized two approaches in conceptualizing university autonomy including: academic
freedom and financial approaches. They found out that the financial approach, in which
the level of university autonomy determined by the institution’s ability to generate its own
revenue, is dominant in Vietnamese policy making. Government decrees such as Decree

16/2015/ND-CP and Decree 54/2016/ND-CP narrowly focused on the aspect of HEI's
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financial independence and did not pay much attention to other aspects of autonomy. The
authors criticize this approach, arguing that academic autonomy should be the nature of
university autonomy and finance should be a means to support academic freedom.
University autonomy for Vietnamese HEIs comes with financial responsibility, direct
state intervention, and ministerial control (Le, 2022). It has raised concerns among
universities and as one put it “the State just passes the financial burden to the schools”
(Ninh, 2019)

Pham et al. (2024) while exploring autonomy of several types of universities in Viet Nam
also pointed out the correlation between financial self-dependency and the level of
autonomy. He pointed out public HEIs which piloted autonomy under Resolution 77 and
later become more financial self-reliant, receive little to no state budget.

However, there is also a growing awareness about a multi-layered, comprehensive
university autonomy. For example, to recommend a university model for Vietnam, Mai et
al., (2022) put forward a key argument: finance independence alone does not constitute
university autonomy; it must be accompanied by academic freedom and strong
governance. Without academic freedom, universities can become profit-driven and
compromise their essential public missions of producing and disseminating knowledge.
It is also worth noting that a “holistic” autonomy reform is only a myth and the agenda
for a transformative university autonomy often reflects some dominant players’ interests,
especially in an unbalanced power structure context (Ninh, 2019). In the Vietnamese case,
the dominant voices in shaping the current framework of university autonomy belong to
the central government, MOET, expert policymaker, and autonomous universities which

are often the more prestigious ones in the system.
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Another aspect of autonomy being widely researched is the relationship between the State
and HEIs. Duong (2014) pointed out HEIs in Viet Nam do not have much institutional
autonomy and there is a reluctance in giving up the control from direct ministry and
central government authorities. Le (2022) argued that university autonomy in Viet Nam
has added a layer of “steering at a distance” whereby the legacy of centralized governance
remained, which makes the universities being controlled even more tightly than before.
She criticized the underdeveloped governance system, with both old and new steering
instruments which impose more control over universities. Researchers also pay much
attention to the aspect of accountability while discussing autonomy. Ninh (2019), Pham
(2012) and Le (2022) pointed out that the perception about the importance of
accountability in university is only moderate and it directly influences the actual
implementation among universities.

Another research direction in exploring the conceptualization of financial autonomy in
Viet Nam involves attempts to quantify or measure the actual autonomy that public
Vietnamese universities have in practice. Nguyen et al. (2021) pointed out that public
universities have limited financial autonomy, reflecting the government's conservative
financial management. The government sets tuition fee caps, prevents universities from
retaining surpluses or owning buildings, and requires ministerial approval for borrowing.
The only area with high autonomy is setting tuition fees for international students.

1.2. Legal Frameworks of Financial Autonomy

The second research strand is studying the legal frameworks for financial autonomy in
Viet Nam. Under this research strand, researchers are examining the policy framework of

university autonomy in Viet Nam and based on that, tracking the progress of policy
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development, the changing relationship between state and universities and pointing out
the policy and implementation gaps.

The legal framework for university autonomy in Vietnam has developed significantly,
especially after the amendments to the Law on Higher Education in 2018. Some key legal
frameworks being studied widely by researchers include Law on Higher Education
(Amended 2018), Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA) 2005, Decree No. 99 (2018),
and Resolution 77 (2014).

Pham et al. (2024) pointed out different models of university autonomy in Viet Nam. Each

type of HEIs in Viet Nam is governed under different schemes of autonomy:

No Name of HEIs Legal of governance/Autonomy statement

1 Vietnam National Universities Prime Minister’s Decision No. 26/2014 / QD-TTg

2 Regional universities MOoET’s Circular No. 08/2014 / TT-BGDDT

3 Public universities (piloting Resolution 77 / QD-CP (Prime Minister, 2014)

autonomy mechanism)

4 Public universities (Others) Government Regulations (MoET, Finance, Home
Affairs...)

5 Private university The People’s Committee of the province / city where
the HEI is located.

Table 3. Types of Higher Education Institutions and Their Autonomy
Statements (Quyet et al., 2023)

Vu et al. (2023) examined university autonomy Vietnam’s legal framework and argued
that the universities still lack control over key decisions. The roles of Communist Party
committees, university councils, board of directors are not clearly defined which leads to
confusion in governance structures. Le (2024) while evaluating the policy documents also
finds that while universities can make decisions to a degree, they remain accountable for
their own funding and governance constraints.

Some frequently mentioned drawbacks of the current legal framework include

overlapping and contradictory regulations, which complicate implementation.
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Additionally, limited awareness of autonomy policies among university staff also hampers
effective governance and decision-making. The roles of governing bodies (communist
party committees, school councils, board of directors) are also not clearly defined (H. Do,
2023); (A. T. H. Le, 2024).

1.3. Impact of Financial Autonomy Framework on the Universities
Researchers are also examining the influence of the universities’ level of autonomy on
their performance, quality, and competitiveness. Autonomy, including financial
autonomy, gives a favorable environment to implement advanced university governance
methods, which can improve the quality of training and institutional linkages. Public
universities with financial autonomy scored statistically higher than those without it on
quality assurance (Q. B. Tran et al., 2023). T. A. Nguyen & Nguyen (2024) also assessed
the impact of university autonomy policies on universities’ competitiveness in Viet Nam
and concluded that financial autonomy has the biggest impact on universities’
competitiveness. They confirmed that institutions with more financial autonomy tend to
focus more on improving their competitiveness, resource management, and investments
(T. A. Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024).

However, there is a shared concern that due to the financial self-dependency trend, public
universities in Viet Nam now are over-reliant on tuition fees due to the push for more
universities’ financial self-dependency and how unsustainable it is for the development of
higher education in the long-term (T. T. Le et al., 2021);; (C. U. Nguyen & Nguyen, 2024).
The World Bank also criticized Vietnam’s tendency of equating financial autonomy with
financial self-reliance, arguing that this narrow interpretation has contributed to an
unsustainable cost-sharing model in higher education (N. A. Tran et al., 2023). Trinh et

al. (2025) used Hirschman—Herfindahl Index and multiple regression analysis to assess

36



134 Vietnamese universities’ financial sustainability between 2013 and 2020 and
concluded that almost all universities in the study were unsustainable due to their weak
financial diversity. The household contribution to higher education has steadily increased
over time and is currently the most important source of revenue for public universities.
This trend raises serious concerns about the sustainability of university financing and the

heightened risk of excluding students from financially disadvantaged backgrounds.
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Figure 2: Sources of University Income in Selected Public Universities in
2017 and 2021 (N. A. Tran et al., 2023)

Do & Mai (2022) stated that though the current policy framework promoted the
massification of higher education in Viet Nam since it encourages universities to expand
student enrolment for tuition fees, it deterred universities from being stronger in research
because the lack of long-term investment.

Though financial autonomy proved to be beneficial to make Vietnamese universities more
competitive, currently, it promotes an unsustainable financial model dependent on
tuition fees. Universities are then left vulnerable to fluctuations in student enrollment,
tuition revenue, and discouraged to invest in long-term research. Students from lower-
income backgrounds are at risk of being excluded from higher education, exacerbating

existing social and economic inequalities.
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1.4. Institutional Responses and Revenue Diversification

Vietnamese higher education is facing increasing demand for quality and institutional
autonomy and while experiencing reduced state support. However, few research has
investigated institutional responses. First, the shift towards for autonomy aims to reduce
state funding for higher education pushing universities to look for alternative revenue
sources (V6 & Laking, 2020). However, this transition has been challenging with
universities struggling to balance the need for financial dependence with maintaining
their educational quality (H. T. H. Do & Mai, 2022b). Universities shift the higher
education cost from the state funding to Vietnamese households’ contribution, which Vo
& Laking (2020) predicted could correlate to new enrollment decline and concerns over
misuse of revenue.

Revenue diversification is still an understudied area in Vietnamese higher education
literature and there is a lack of studies in the actual strategies employed by the universities
to diversify their revenue. Studies on Vietnamese public universities’ financial health are
also mostly recent. Researchers using the Hirschman-Herfindahl Index reveal that
Vietnamese public universities have weak financial diversity, and they are financially
unsustainable. They are currently highly reliant on limited revenue sources, primarily
tuition fees (T. T. Le et al., 2021), (Trinh et al., 2025). Policy recommendations to the
government are to adopt performance-based financial allocations and capacity-building
programs to enhance universities’ fundraising and entrepreneurial skills (Le et al., 2021).
Universities need tailored strategies based on universities’ characteristics and missions

and to enhance the efficiency of resource allocation (P. P. Tran et al., 2020).
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2. Research Gap

The study of Vietnamese university autonomy has become a hot topic and has made
significant strides recently. However, the area of financial sustainability and revenue
diversification of universities in the context of autonomy reform in Viet Nam has been
understudied. Although the importance of diversifying revenue streams is acknowledged,
there is a lack of comprehensive studies on the actual strategies employed by Vietnamese
universities in the push for more financial self-reliance as well as their challenges, and
opportunities.

Moreover, the existing literature on financial autonomy has primarily focused on formal
autonomy as defined within legal and regulatory frameworks, with limited attention given
to how higher education institutions exercise this autonomy in practice to diversify their
income.

Given the government’s push for all universities to become financially self-reliant in a
uniform manner, it is necessary to compare the income structures of the autonomous with
the pre-autonomous universities and study their revenue diversification strategies as well
as their opportunities and benefits. Such analysis can reveal differences in financial
readiness, patterns of revenue change, and sector-wide challenges. It can also provide
critical insights to inform the design of more effective regulatory frameworks and targeted

support measures that align with institutional capacities.
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Chapter IV. Methodology

1. Philosophical Assumption

A research approach is composed of three essential elements including philosophical
assumption, research design (procedures of inquiry), and research method (data
collection, analysis, and interpretation) (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). One might argue that
philosophical assumption is shown implicitly in the study itself, and it is not necessary for
a separate part to describe the world view that researchers bring into their study.
However, for this study, researcher would like to state explicitly the influence of her
philosophical assumption on the choice of research design and methodology.

The overarching philosophical assumption guiding this research is pragmatism.
Pragmatism is the research paradigm that emphasizes the research problem, questions,
and use of research methodology to understand a problem (Elgeddawy & Abouraia,
2024). It emphasizes the flexibility in choosing research methods and allows the
combination of both qualitative and quantitative methods to explore complex phenomena
from different perspectives (Feilzer, 2010). In this study, it informed the researcher to
choose mixed methods research. Researchers have a freedom of choice in methods,
techniques, and procedures of research that best meet their needs and purposes (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018)

Pragmatism posits that reality is not static but is continuously shaped by human actions
and experiences, promoting multiple ways of understanding the world (Sip, 2010). In this
study, researcher believes that Vietnamese higher education autonomy reform is socially

constructed. It can be both objective (via numerical data) and subjective (via perceptions,
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interpretations, etc.). Financial autonomy can be captured by both the financial numerical
data, policy framework and the institutional actors’ perceptions and interpretations.

2. Theoretical Framework

The study explores how the implementation of financial autonomy shapes the income
structures and revenue diversification strategies in Vietnamese public universities. It is
important to select a suitable theoretical framework to guide the analysis of income
structures, financial autonomy, and revenue diversification. The chosen framework must
capture the power dynamics, external dependencies, and the strategies that governments
use to manage these dependencies.

2.1. Alternative theories

To shed light on the research topic, several theoretical frameworks were considered. The
first one is Neo-institutional Theory (NIT). NIT is a framework emerging in the late
1970s and 1980s that is commonly used to explore how regulative, normative, and
cultural-cognitive institutions influence organizational behaviors (Hwang, 2023)
(Alvesson & Spicer, 2019). One of the key concepts of NIT is isomorphism, the process
that organizations of the same field become increasingly similar over time (DiMaggio &
Powell, 1983). There are three mechanisms of isomorphism including coercive (pressure
from external law, rules, sanctions), mimetic (organizations imitate others in response to
uncertainty), and normative (the influence of norms). The theory argued that
organizations often adopt similar structures and practices over time not for efficiency but
to gain social legitimacy. In the context of the study, NIT can be used to examine how
Vietnamese financial autonomy policies and norms shape universities’ behaviors, and to
explore why Group 1 and Group 2 universities might converge in their revenue strategies

as responses to reduced state budgets. However, it is not the focus of this study. It can be
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used to explain why universities become similar during the isomorphism process, but it
is not effective at capturing the differences in Group 1 and Group 2 income and their
strategies to manage resource dependencies. NIT also cannot help to examine the power
dynamics between HEIs and the government and students (who control the resource).
The second theory considered is Entrepreneurial University Theory. It was
developed in the 1980s - 1990s when universities were faced with increasing pressures
from globalization and marketization. It argued that in addition to the traditional
missions of education and research, universities are expected to adopt the third mission
of being an entrepreneurial organization contributing to the innovation and economic
development via knowledge transfers and entrepreneurship (Wurth et al., 2024). (Clark,
1998) identified five characteristics of an entrepreneurial university: strengthened
steering core, expanded developmental periphery, diversified funding base, stimulated
academic heartland and integrated entrepreneurial culture.

Even though it can be used to explore the entrepreneurial activities that Vietnamese
universities took to diversify their income, the theory was not chosen because of the
following reasons. First, the theory cannot shed light on the government’s demanding
autonomy reform and reducing state budget. It might help to explain the revenue
diversification strategies and entrepreneurial activities of universities; however, it cannot
capture the financial autonomy impacts and motives of universities (the power imbalance
with the government and the resource dependency). Second, the theory is developed
based on Western, research-intensive universities with very strong institution capacity.
This is not the case for most universities in Viet Nam, whose research and innovation
capacity are weak. If applied, the theory can also wrongly suggest that in response to

declining state budgets, all Vietnamese universities should and can become
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entrepreneurial, which is not practical for most of them. Finally, the entrepreneurial
university theory focuses on activities such as research commercialization, spin-offs,
patents, and technology transfer, which are still very limited in the Vietnamese developing
innovation ecosystem. The study needs another theory that can capture the interplay in
power between government and university in Vietnamese autonomy reform and cover
more diverse and nuanced strategies in diversifying revenues such as alumni donation,
fundraising, increasing tuition fees, etc.

The final theory considered is Resource Dependence Theory (RDT) developed by
(Pfeffer & Salancik, 2003). It argued that organizations depend on external resources to
survive, and the resource providers have power over the organizations, influencing their
missions and behaviors. In response, the organizations also adopt their strategies to
actively manage the dependencies, reduce the uncertainty, and increase their autonomy.
The theory is a good fit for this study because it provides a framework to interpret (1) the
external dependencies of universities, (2) the power interplay between the resource
providers (e.g.: government, students) and universities and (3) the revenue
diversification strategies of universities. The following section is going to summarize the
main concepts and foundations of resource dependence theory and its application in
higher education context.

2.2, Resource Dependence Theory

Globally, higher education finance is facing challenges of declining public spending, rising
cost, and increasing expenditure. Universities are embedded in a social network of
interdependencies, and they need external resources such as human capital,
accreditation, partnership and especially finance. Resource Dependence Theory (RDT),

which was developed by Pfeffer and Salancik in the 1970s, posits that organizations are
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not self-sufficient and need to obtain their resources from external sources, therefore
dependent on them. It also argues that organizations will engage in various strategies to
mitigate these interdependencies and enhance their autonomy (Celtekligil, 2020).
Generally, RDT investigates three central themes: (1) how the external environment
influences the behaviors of organizations, (2) organizational efforts to mitigate external
constraints and (3) the power dynamic among organizations and resources providers
(Ozturk, 2021).

RDT has been widely applied to examine how HEIs are influenced by external resource
providers and how they manage to protect their autonomy. First, RDT has been used to
explore how HEIs’ behaviors are being influenced by external resources. Fowles (2014)
found empirical evidence to prove that institutions rely more on tuition revenue, they
tend to allocate greater resources to teaching activities. Those that secure funding through
private donations becomes increasingly influenced by donor expectations, while those
expanding their engagement in applied research through partnerships with public or
private organizations often reallocate resources from other areas to fulfill their
contractual commitments. Second, RDT highlighted the power dynamics between
external providers and HEIs. External resources while given to HEIs can shape how HEIs
behave and influence their missions and strategies. For example, some research has
pointed out the power imbalance between government and universities. The
government’s public funding, through different resource allocation models such as
performance-based funding, performance agreement, ad-hoc negotiated or formula
funding, has been affecting the HEIs’ behaviors (Nkrumah-Young & Powell, 2008).
(Kohtamaiki, 2024) examined how performance agreements shape the relationship

between two Nordic universities and their main resource provider - the Ministry of

44



Education and argued that performance agreements, isolated from university realities,
create power imbalances between universities and governments, reinforce university’s
financial dependence on the government and limit actual institutional autonomy. Finally,
through the lens of RDT, responses of HEIs to environment changes are also studied. In
the context of declining state support and rising cost, public universities can choose
adapting and changing to fit environmental requirements or attempting to alter the
environment to fit the institution’s capabilities. Specifically, Powell & Rey (2015a) listed
common strategies including increasing tuition fees, developing strategic partnerships,
seeking philanthropic contributions and alumni donations, expanding online education
and professional training programs, influencing policy decisions to secure more stable
government funding, etc.

Despite being a powerful theory framework, RDT also receives multiple criticisms. First,
the theory is criticized for putting overemphasis on external dependencies and
overlooking the role of internal constraints and institution capacity (Powell & Rey, 2015).
Second, the theory also assumes that HEIs would act rationally to minimize dependencies
and maximize their autonomy. However, that might not be the case for all institutions.
Some HEIs under the influence of political, social, and cultural factors might not make
rational decisions to maximize their autonomy aligning with RDT. Finally, the theory
downplays resources other than financial ones such as human capital, infrastructure, etc.
which can limit the full understanding of how external resource providers influence
organizational behaviors (Asamoah & Ansong, 2025).

RDT, however, is a good fit for this study. The research focuses specifically on resource
dependence and organizational strategies, making it an appropriate lens for analyzing

how universities using their level of financial autonomy responding to shifts in state
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funding and the dominance of tuition fees. The critique that RDT overlooks internal
capacity is addressed methodologically in this study through semi-structured interviews,
which capture how institutions perceive and manage financial strategies. Likewise, the
downplaying of non-financial resources is less relevant here, as the scope of the study is
about financial resources and their implications for autonomy. Ultimately, RDT provides
a powerful theoretical foundation to explore resource dependencies among autonomous
and pre-autonomous universities, highlighting how varying degrees of financial
dependence shape their strategic choices in the Vietnamese higher education system.

3. Research Design

This study adopts a mixed methods approach. Creswell (2015) defined mixed methods
approach as a methodology to conduct a study in the social, behavioral, and health
sciences; whereby a researcher systematically collects, integrates, and interprets both
quantitative (close-ended) and qualitative (open-ended) data to provide an
understanding of a research problem. The following figure shows an explanatory

sequential mixed methods research design:

Phase 1 Phase 2

Interpret
Results — How
Qualitative
Data Explains
Quantitative

Quantitative Data Identify Qualitative Data
Collection and Results and Collection and

Analysis Follow-Up Analysis

Figure 3: Explanatory Sequential Design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018)

A combination of both quantitative and qualitative phases is suitable for this study. In the
first phase, quantitative data on income structures across group 1 and group 2 universities
are collected to identify patterns, similarities, and differences in resource dependencies.

The second phase follows up with the semi-structured interview with universities’
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representatives to seek answers for the questions of how universities deal with the current
financial autonomy levels as well as the challenges and opportunities they encounter. The
sequential approach also aligns well with the theory framework Resource Dependence
Theory, as first it measures the level of dependency on external resources with empirical
data, and then the qualitative semi-structured interviews can provide insights into how
the universities manage external dependencies and diversify their revenues. The
following chart adapted from Creswell (2018) illustrating how this study is designed:

Phase 1 Phase 2

Interpret
Results - How
Qualitative

Identify
Results and

Qualitative Data
Collection and

Quantitative Data
Collection and

Analysis Follow-Up Analysis Data Explains
Quantitative
Procedures Cleaning DF;ZE::: s n=4 uni\fersi:"i:s‘;ce‘:mres Procedures
= iversiti ° = « Transcribin,
\r;ariaagbtl::-lemtles under MOET « Inputinto Excel Document analysis and semi- + Coding €
R N = Descriptive results structured interview with « Themes
income sources from state budget, . . .
representatives from 4 universities Product

tuition fees, research and technology

transfer and other sources (2023)

Product

Descriptive statistical results in

Tuition fee level (2023-2024)* tables and charts "

Data collection from financial
reports

*Tuition fee data is available and
comparable for only 35 universities.

Product
A quantitative database with variables

List of quotes, codes

Central phenomena: The current and themes

state of financial autonomy practices,
awareness of resource dependence,
and strategies for revenue
diversification

Product
Text database transcribed.

Coding by ATLASTI Interpretation

How qual
explains quant

Figure 4: Research Design

(Author designed based on the diagram of Creswell, 2015)

Subsequent parts are going to explain the research methodology including sampling

strategies, data collection, and procedure of analysis.

4. Sampling and Data Collection

4.1. Quantitative Data

In the first phase, secondary data on income structures and tuition fee levels were
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collected from the annual financial reports (Cong khai tai chinh - Ba cong khai) published
annually on university websites. The sample population is universities under the direct
management of the Ministry of Education and Training. To ensure comparability, only
institutions that reported 2023 data using the standardized format of Form 21 (Circular
No. 36/2017/TT-BGDDT, issued December 28, 2017) were included. Members of parent
universities (Hue University, Da Nang University, and Thai Nguyen University) were
treated as independent entities because they manage and report their own revenues. In

total 39 universities under MOET were selected, including 8 from Group 1 and 31 from

Group 2.

Cities Count of University
University Group 1 8
Can Tho 1
Hanoi 5
Ho Chi Minh 2
University Group 2 31
Da Nang 6
Hanoi 4
Ho Chi Minh 2
Kien Giang 1
Nha Trang 1
Quy Nhon 1
Son La 1
Thai Nguyen 6
Hue 7
Vinh 1
Vinh Phuc 1
Grand Total 39

Table 4. Locations of Selected Universities by City in Vietnam
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All universities from group 1 are from more developed and centrally governed cities
including Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh, and Can Tho. Among these cities, Hanoi has the greatest
number of universities in Group 1. This is predictable since in Viet Nam, universities are
concentrated in cities, especially in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh (Ilieva et al., 2024) . These
Group 1 universities are also considered top-tier institutions, leading in their respective
fields or regions, and highly attractive to students. It is also clear that most universities
under MOET belong to group 2 which have not become autonomous or financially self-
reliant. These universities are much more diverse in terms of geographical locations and
level of prestige.

From the reports, data on four income categories were extracted to compare including;:

- State budget

- Tuition Fees

- Research and Technology Transfer

- Other Income

Both Circular 36/2017/TT-BGDDT and Circular 09/2024/TT-BGDDT lack precise
definitions of these revenue categories, and universities also provide no detailed
explanation of “other income.” This ambiguity raises risks of varying institutional
interpretations, which will be explored further through interviews with university
representatives.

Tuition fees typically represent the largest revenue source for both groups. To analyze this
in detail, average tuition fees for full-time standard bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
programs in 2023—2024 were collected. These full-time standard programs (chwong
trinh dai tra) were chosen because they are the most common, affordable, and have

relatively consistent tuition fees across majors within an institution. Other types of
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programs (e.g., international, English-medium, high-quality, part-time, or distance
learning) were excluded as they target niche markets where families and students are
willing to pay higher tuition fees.

Out of the 39 universities, 35 provided valid tuition fee data. For the medical university
in Group 2, specialized medical training (e.g., Specialist I/II, residency) was excluded due
to their distinct nature. It is also a valid concern that there are different majors in group
1 and group 2 universities making it difficult to compare. In fact, medical, health related
and technical, engineering majors are often more expensive than social, humanities and
economics ones. However, the aim of comparison is not to compare tuition fees across
majors but to answer the question whether the tuition fee level of group 1 (autonomous
universities) is significantly higher than group 2 (still receiving subsidies from the
government). Given that universities offering technical and engineering exist in both
groups and there is only one medical university (in group 2), the comparison of average
tuition fees between the two groups of universities under MOET remains meaningful.
4.2. Qualitative Data

In the second phase, based on the results of quantitative data analysis, criteria for
selecting universities to participate in semi-structured interviews and interview questions
were established. Some outstanding findings that the first phrase revealed were that most
of the selected universities are highly reliant on tuition fees. However, there is also the
group of six universities that have a contrasting pattern, dependent on state funding as
their main incomes. These are teacher-training and art-related institutions. Based on
these resource dependencies, the selection criteria for universities participating in the

second phase are:

50



e Representation from both Group 1 and Group 2

e A mix of financial profiles including both typical (tuition fee dependence) and
atypical (high state budget dependence) cases.

e Diversity in geographical location, institutional type (e.g., teacher-training,
comprehensive), and level of prestige.

e Variation in tuition fees

In May 2025, Email invitations for interviews were sent to university leaders (e.g., rectors,
vice-rectors) and finance office staff. However, no responses were received. Given the
requirement to complete the thesis by September and the limited availability of academics
during the summer months in Vietnam (July and August), there was little opportunity to
wait for additional responses. The researcher then leveraged personal networks and
contacted more accessible potential participants, including mid-level managers and

lecturers.

The final sample of the following four universities was chosen based on a combination of
the proposed criteria, the researcher’s network, and the willingness of institutions and

individual interviewees to participate:
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1 National Economics | Ha Noi Prestigious; high autonomy; highly

University (NEU) dependent on tuition fees (71.9%), very low
state funding (2.05%)

2 University of Ha Noi Mid-tier; not yet autonomous; highly
Transport & dependent on tuition fees (77.25%),
Communication moderately reliant on state funding
(UTC) (12.41%)

2 Hanoi Pedagogical |Vinh Phuc |Teacher-training; highly dependent on
University 2 state budget (58.4%); high income from
(HPU2) “other sources” (20.9%); tuition waived for

pedagogy majors.

2 University of DaNang |Regional university; high  tuition
Science & dependence; much lower share of state
Education (UED) budget compared to other teacher-training

institutions; autonomy in recruiting

recently restricted.

Table 5: Characteristics of Universities Participating in the Second Phase

From these institutions, four individuals were interviewed. Despite attempts to recruit

those directly managing finances, most invites were declined or went unanswered,

resulting in a sample that included faculty and mid-level manager:

NEU_ma |1 NEU Secretary of the university's initial autonomy
project

UTC_ma |2 UTC Vice-Head of the Political and Student Affairs
department

HPU2_le |2 HPU2 Lecturer, Faculty of Physics

UED_le |2 UED Lecturer, Faculty of Psychology and Pedagogy

Table 6. Profiles of Interviewees
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The four universities’ development documents are also analyzed together with the

interview transcripts. The list of the documents is:

1 NEU Development Strategy of National Economics 12
University for the Period 2021 - 2030

2 UTC Development Strategy of University of 68
Transport and Communications Period 2008 -
2020 and Vision to 2030

2 UTC Development Strategy of the University of 9
Transport and Communication for the Period
2021—2030

2 UED Development Strategy for the University of 12

Education - University of Danang until 2025
with a Vision toward 2030

2 HPU2 Development Strategy of Hanoi National 14
University of Education 2 until 2030, with a
vision toward 2045

Table 7. Description of the Universities’ Strategy Plans

Overall, the qualitative dataset included five strategic development documents and four
interview transcripts, all in Vietnamese. Analyzing documents and conducting interviews
in the native language allowed for richer, more precise discussion of technical and
context-specific aspects of financial autonomy and revenue generation. The researcher
then carefully reviewed and manually corrected all Microsoft Stream’s transcripts to
ensure accuracy. Selected quotes were translated into English for reporting.

5. Data Analysis Procedures

5.1. Phase 1: Quantitative Data Analysis

The quantitative data of this study include these following variables:

- Income from State Budget
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- Income from Tuition Fees

- Income from Research and Technology Transfer

- Income from Other Sources

- Average tuition fees of bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral program of each

university

The secondary data were collected and compiled using Microsoft Excel. To allow
meaningful comparisons across institutions with different total income levels, the income
figures were converted into percentages relative to total institutional income.
Descriptive statistics (including mean, standard deviation, median, minimum,
maximum) were calculated using Microsoft Excel to compare income composition and
tuition fee levels between Group 1 and Group 2.
To assess the distribution of the data, the Shapiro—Wilk test was applied for each variable
group. This test is particularly effective for small sample sizes, which makes it appropriate
given the number of institutions in this study (Ahad et al., 2011). Based on the normality
results, different group comparison tests were applied. For variables that were
approximately normally distributed but had unequal variances, Welch’s t-test was used,
as it provides more reliable results than the standard Student’s t-test when variances are
not equal (Delacre et al., 2017). For variables that did not meet the normality assumption,
the Mann—Whitney U test, a non-parametric test, was applied (Park, 2025). This
approach ensures that the statistical comparisons between groups are both valid and
robust given the characteristics of the data.
5.2. Phase 2: Analysis of Qualitative Data
The study employed thematic analysis to analyze qualitative data. Thematic analysis is a

widely used research method focusing on identifying, analyzing, and reporting themes or
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patterns within qualitative data (Herzog et al., 2019). Given the explorative aim of the
research, thematic analysis was suitable as it enables both flexibility and interpretative
depth in examining the perspectives of university representatives on financial autonomy,
resource dependencies, and revenue diversification. The coding process also allows the
combination of both data-driven identification of themes and theory-driven
interpretation through the lens of RDT.

Coding was carried out using ATLAS.ti. The researcher read all documents and transcripts
multiple times to gain a comprehensive understanding of the material. Initial codes were
assigned to meaningful text segments, then iteratively refined by merging overlaps,
removing redundancies, and adding new codes as patterns emerged. These codes were
grouped into broader themes reflecting recurrent outstanding patterns. Each overarching
theme is decided from the text's content in reference to the RDT framework.

6. Validity and Reliability

Validity refers to the verification procedures adopted by the researcher to ensure that
findings accurately reflect the studied phenomena (Greeno, 2003). Reliability refers to
the consistency and dependability of the research process, ensuring that the procedures
used could be followed by other researchers and yield similar results (Kaul et al., 2025)
In terms of quantitative data, the income sources and tuition fees were extracted from the
published financial information provided by each university. Since all universities must
report using the same official templates and submit their disclosures to the MOET, the
data is generally legally valid and reliable for comparison.

To ensure the credibility and validity of the qualitative data, the researcher adopted
multiple strategies. First, the researcher triangulated data sources by including both

interviews and document analysis to gain a better understanding of universities' state and
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strategies. Interviewees were also selected to ensure there are perspectives of both
university administrators and lecturers. Second, the researcher's potential bias is
acknowledged in this study. The author is under the influence of Resource Dependence
Theory and hold skeptical views towards the current autonomy reform, particularly when
autonomy is equated to financial self-reliance. To reduce this bias, questions in the
interview are designed and reviewed to make sure they are neutral, free from researcher’s
critics towards autonomy reform, open-ended and do not lead participants towards
specific responses. Third, the researcher makes sure all negative or discrepant
information that is contrary to the common themes is presented and discussed. By
including complete and contradictory evidence, the findings are more valid.

As many other explanatory sequential mixed methods research, this study used unequal
sample sizes for qualitative and quantitative data. Due to the voluntary participant nature,
qualitative and open-ended data, limited time, and resources, it is not feasible for
researcher to conduct interviews and document analysis for 39 universities. However, it
is not a concern because the aims of the two phases are different. The first phase of
quantitative data analysis aims to give an overall picture of income structures and tuition
fee levels of public universities under MOET. The second phase of the study aims to
explore more open-ended data regarding universities’ perceptions of resource
dependency and financial autonomy as well as revenue diversification strategies.
According to (Creswell, 2015), in an explanatory sequential design, another significant
threat is that researchers are prone to fail in identifying key quantitative findings that
require explanation. To address this issue, researchers should consider both statistically
significant and non-significant predictors during the quantitative phase. Even though due

to sensitivity of the subject, it is a challenging task to find interviewees for the study, the
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author has tried to make sure both significant and nonsignificant predictors in
quantitative data are explored in the qualitative phase. To be specific, the four universities
selected for interviews and document analysis were purposefully chosen to represent both
Group 1 and Group 2 institutions, span different geographical regions, and reflect diverse
financial profiles (varying levels of dependence on tuition fees and state budget), different
institutional prestige, and tuition fee levels. Nonsignificant predictors are also taken into
consideration. For example, the interviewees include teacher-training institutions since
they are still highly dependent on state budget, which is different from the majority.

7. Limitation

The scope of the research was limited to public universities directly governed by MOET,
excluding universities under the management of other ministries and private universities.
Therefore, the findings of the research are mostly applicable for MOET affiliated
institutions and may not fully represent the broader scope of Vietnamese higher
education.

Besides, this study utilized quantitative data from universities’ reports. As a result, these
data's accuracy and reliability depend heavily on the institutions' transparency and
reporting practices.

Another limitation of this research is the limited numbers of universities and interviewees
participating in the qualitative phase. There were no interviewees working directly on the
creation of the universities’ financial reports. However, the results from these interviews
are not for generalization purposes but to complement the understanding of how
Vietnamese public universities diversify their income and manage resource

dependencies. Additionally, the quantitative data of this study can only provide a
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snapshot of universities’ income structures, tuition fee level, revenue diversification

strategies at one point in time (2023).
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Chapter V. Findings

1. Findings from Quantitative Data Analysis

1.1. Total Income

This table shows the top 10 universities with highest total income:

Group 1 Hanoi University of Science and Hanoi 2137
Technology

Group 1 University of Economics Ho Chi Minh | Ho Chi 1721.4
City Minh

Group 1 National Economic University Hanoi 1410.4

Group 1 Can Tho University CanTho |954.2

Group 1 Foreign Trade University Hanoi 763.2

Group 1 Ho Chi Minh City Open University Ho Chi 677.4

Minh

Group 2 Ho Chi Minh City University of Ho Chi 583.1
Education Minh

Group 2 Vinh University Vinh 556.6

Group 1 Thuong Mai University Hanoi 550.1

Group 1 Hanoi University Hanoi 498

Table 8. Top 10 Sample Universities with Highest Total Income in 2023
(Unit: Billion VND)

All group 1 universities are among the top 10 universities with the highest income. The
highest has total income of 2137 billion VND, much higher than the second highest (1721.4
billion VND). The only two universities of group 2 in the list (Ho Chi Minh University of
Education and Vinh Universities) are leading in their major (Education) or their region
(North Central region of Viet Nam). It is also noticeable that these universities all reside
in bigger and more developed cities, mostly in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh.

There is a huge gap in total income among universities. All the lower income universities

belong to group 2 with the lowest one being University of Arts - Hue University at only

59



about 16.5 billion VND. Here are the descriptive statistics of group 1 universities total

income:
Group 1 1,088.97 601.78 858.68 498.024 2137
Group 2 187.064 148 123.7 16.52 583.1

Table 9. Descriptive Statistics of Group 1 and Group 2 Universities’ Total
Income (in Billion VND)

There is a wide variation in the income of group 1 universities. The average income of
group 1 is about 1,088.97 while the median is much lower at 858.68 billion VND,
suggesting that there are a few universities that have significantly higher income. The
minimum income among group 1 universities is 498.02 while the maximum income is
about 4 times larger at 2137 billion VND.

Next, group 2 universities’ total income even more widely ranged from 16.52 to 583.1
billion VND. The standard deviation at 148 billion VND also suggests there is a significant
variation in these universities' total income.

A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to compare the total income of both groups to see
which one tends to have higher or lower values overall. This non-parametric test was
selected because the data for both group 1 and 2 are not normally distributed but right
skewed and the sample size of group 1 (8 universities) is also much smaller than group 2
(31 universities). Moreover, Mann-Whitney test uses ranking instead of exact values, so
it is suitable for the dataset with extreme values. The test revealed a significant difference
in total income between Group 1 and Group 2 with U = 4, z = 4.17, exact p = 3.90093E-
07), with a large effect size (r = 0.97).

The test confirmed that group 1 has statistically significantly higher total

income than group 2 universities.
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1.2. Income from State Budget

Among 39 universities, there are 6 universities highly dependent on state budget (having

more than 50% of their income from state budget) which all belong to Group 2:

Group 2 Ho Chi Minh City University of Physical Education and | 76.5%
Sport

Group 2 Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sport 60.2%

Group 2 University of Arts, Hue University 59.0%

Group 2 Hanoi Pedagogical University 2 58.4 %

Group 2 National University of Arts Education 55.6%

Group 2 University of Sciences, Hue University 52.9%

Table 10. List of Universities with Highest Proportion of Income from State

Budget in 2023 (unit: %)

It is noticeable that 4 out of these 6 universities are traditionally teacher-training
institutions providing primarily pedagogical programs and these others are art-related
institutions. Currently, the tuition fees of teacher-training majors are waived by the
government. All teacher-trainees who signed a commitment agreement to work in the
education field for a specified period (often in public schools or assigned locations) after
graduation and maintain a good academic score are eligible to receive a monthly living
allowance. This can explain the high dependence on the state budget of teacher-training
institutions and indicate the challenges that they are going to face in the context of budget
cuts. Not only their budget but their student recruitment is dependent on this
government’s policy. The journey toward greater self-reliance for these universities is

likely to differ significantly and more challenging compared to their counterparts.
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On the contrary, there are also universities with minimal income from the state budget.
The following table shows all the sample universities with share of state budget less than

2% in their total income:

Group 2 University of Economics, Hue University 1.20%
Group 1 Foreign Trade University 1.12%

Group 1 Thuong Mai University 0.89%
Group 1 Ho Chi Minh City Open University 0.62%
Group 2 University of Science and Technology - 0.48%

The University of Da Nang

Group 1 University of Economics Ho Chi Minh City 0.42%
Group 2 University of Economics - The University of Da Nang |0.17%

Table 11. Universities with the Lowest Proportion of Income from the State
Budget in 2023 (unit: %)

It is worth pointing out that most of these universities are leading universities and very
attractive among students at national or regional level. The only exception is Ho Chi Minh
Open University. Even though not being a top-tier university, Ho Chi Minh Open
University, with its unique mission of providing life-long learning, is traditionally more
self-reliant and receives little budget from the government.

This table summarizes the descriptive statistics of group 1 and group 2’s share of state

budget in their total income:

Group 1 4.42% 1.59% 5.6% 0.42% 13.57%

Group 2 26.59% 21.58% 20.61% 0.17% 76.47%

Table 12. Descriptive Statistics of Group 1 and Group 2’s Relative Share of

State Budget Income in 2023 (unit: %)
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For group 1 universities, the average share is 4.42% much higher than the median at
1.59%, suggesting that there is a right-skewed distribution. Most universities in Group 1
receive little state budget, but only a few get much more. Regarding group 2, the share of
the state budget in their income ranges a very wide variation from 0.17% to 76.47%. The
average percentage of the state budget is 26.59% with a standard deviation of 20.61%,
showing a high level of variation.

The descriptive statistics show a stark difference in state budget income of both groups.
On average, group 1 receives only 4.42% income from the state budget, while this figure
for group 2 is 26.59%. The mean of group 2 also much higher than group 1 (21.58% vs
1.59%). Group 2 had a much higher standard deviation (20.61%), indicating substantial
variation among universities in their reliance on the state budget ranging from very low
to very high. In contrast, universities in Group 1’s state funding were more consistent,
with a lower standard deviation (5.6%).

Since the data for two groups are not normally distributed and the sample sizes are
unequal, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to confirm if the differences between
groups are statistically significant. The results revealed a statistically significant
difference in the percentage of state budget between Group 1 and Group 2 with z = 3.23
and p < 0.001. The U statistic for Group 2 was calculated to be 31, much lower than the
mean U under the null hypothesis (mean U = 124), suggesting that the share of state
budget for Group 2 was consistently ranked higher than those in Group 1. It is
confirmed that group 2 universities in general are receiving more state

Junding and more dependent on this source than group 1.
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1.3. Income from Tuition Fees

In the sample of 39 universities, 29 universities derived more than 50% of their income
from tuition fees. There is only one university that has less than 20% of their income from
tuition fees (Ho Chi Minh City University of Physical Education and Sport at 7.14%).

Notably, these are universities with more than 90% of their income from tuition fees:

Group 2 University of Economics - The University of Da | 94.26%
Nang

Group 1 Thuong Mai University 91.85%

Group 2 School of Hospitality and Tourism, Hue|91.61%
University

Group 2 University of Economics, Hue University 91.59%

Table 13. Universities with More Than 90% Share of Income from Tuition
Fees in 2023 (unit: %)

Universities that are most reliant on state budget are mostly from group 2. It is worth
noting that all these universities also receive less than 3% of their income from the state
budget. On the other hands, for all Group 1 universities, tuition fees constitute the

primary source of their income, ranging from 58.8% to 91.85% of the total:

Group 1 Thuong Mai University 91.85%
Group 1 Ho Chi Minh City Open University 85.55%
Group 1 National Economic University 71.90%
Group 1 Foreign Trade University 69.09%
Group 1 Can Tho University 67.29%
Group 1 Hanoi University of Science and Technology 62.70%
Group 1 University of Economics Ho Chi Minh City 62.09%
Group 1 Hanoi University 58.80%

Table 14. Group 1 Universities’ Proportion of Income from Tuition Fees in
2023 (unit: %)
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Group 1 universities are predominantly funded by tuition fees. This dependence is
extreme and creates a highly unsustainable high-risk financial model. The heavy reliance
on a single source of income makes universities highly vulnerable to factors such as
demographic shifts (e.g. a decline in student-aged population), economic downturns that
makes tuition fees less affordable for most, changes in government tuition policy (tuition
fee cap and student loan programs) and increasing competition from international
institution (branch campus). Currently, group 1 universities can leverage their reputation,
high demand, and larger student bodies to generate substantial revenue from tuition fees.
However, it is only possible up to a point, until it meets a saturation ceiling. The cost of
higher education in Viet Nam continues to rise and if universities cannot find alternative
sources, tuition fees are eventually set to increase further, placing a greater financial
burden on students and families and potentially undermining the accessibility and equity
of higher education. On the contrary, this following table shows the universities with the

lowest share of income from tuition fees:

Group 2 National University of Arts Education 20.17%

Group 2 Hanoi University of Physical Education and Sport 28.6%

Group 2 Hanoi Pedagogical University 2 20.90%

Group 2 Ho Chi Minh City University of Physical Education | 7.14%

and Sport

Table 15. Sample Universities with Lowest Relative Share of Income from
Tuition in 2023 (unit: %)

All these universities are from group 2 and traditionally, they are teacher-training
institutions that provide primarily teacher-training programs. Interestingly, they are also

among the universities that receive the highest levels of state budget support (more than
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50% of their total income is from government funding). In general, teacher-training
institutions under MOET are highly dependent on the state budget and have much lower
income from tuition fees compared to their counterparts. The current push for more
university financial self-dependence raises questions about the government plan for these
institutions. The following table presents the descriptive statistics comparing between

group 1 and group 2’s percentage of income from tuition:

Group 1 71.16% 11.72% 68.19% 58.80% 91.85%

Group 2 60.85% 22.95% 65.31% 7.14% 94.26%

Table 16. Descriptive Statistics of Group 1 and Group 2’s Relative Share of
Income from Tuition Fees in 2023 (unit: %)

Both groups 1 and group 2 have very high mean and median, indicating that both groups
have universities highly dependent on tuition fees. The tuition fee income of group 1
ranged from 58.80% to 91.85% while group 2 ranged from 7.14% to 94.26%. All group 1
universities are highly dependent on tuition fees while in group 2 are more widely varied.
For group 2, the mean (60.85%) lower than median (65.31%) means that the distribution
is left skewed with some outliers of lower values. The standard deviation of group 2
(22.95%) is much higher than group 1 (11.72%) also shows that group 2 have a much wider
variation in share of income from tuition fees.

A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to check the differences in the proportion of
tuition fees between two groups since they are not normally distributed and have unequal
sample size. The results indicated no statistically significant difference, with U = 102, p =
0.462 (exact), and a small effect size (r = 0.177). Since p > 0.05, the null hypothesis could
not be rejected, suggesting that the proportion of tuition fees is not significantly different

between the two groups.
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All Group 1 universities rely heavily on tuition fees, whereas Group 2
includes institutions that are highly dependent on tuition fees as well as
those that are not.

1.4. Income from Research and Technology Transfer

In general, Vietnamese universities under MOET have very low share of income from
research and technology transfer. 29 out of 39 sample universities have less than 1% of
their income from this source. Notably, there are eight universities that have no income
from research and technology transfer. These universities spread both groups, sizes of

universities and strengths in training and education.

Group1 |Hanoi University (HANU) 0.00%

Group 2 | University of Law, Hue University 0.00%

Group 2 | University of Technology and Education - University of Da | 0.00%
Nang

Group 2 | University of Medicine and Pharmacy - Thai Nguyen | 0.00%
University

Group 2 | Nha Trang University 0.00%

Group2 |Vietnam - Korea University of Information and|0.00%
Communication Technology - The University of Da Nang

Group 2 | University of Arts, Hue University 0.00%

Group 2 |Ho Chi Minh City University of Physical Education and | 0.00%
Sport

Table 17. Sample Universities with No Income from Research and
Technology Transfer in 2023

This is concerning since even universities with focus on engineering and technical majors,
medical training institutions that are often perceived as having an advantage in research
and technology transfer activities, have no income from research and technology transfer.
This finding points to a fundamental weakness in the core mission of Vietnamese public

universities in creation and application of new knowledge.
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On the other hand, the following table presents 3 universities with highest share of income

from research and technology transfer:

Group 1 University of Economics Ho Chi Minh | 30.59%
City (UEH)

Group 2 University of Science and Technology |14.24%
- The University of Da Nang

Group 2 University of Agriculture and Forestry |10.73%
- Thai Nguyen University

Table 18. Universities with the Highest Relative Share of Income from

Research and Technology Transfer in 2023 (unit: %)

These are only 3 universities with research and technology transfer making up more than
10%. UEH - a prestigious group 1 university is the highest at 30.59% much higher than
the second ranked universities and the rest of sample universities.

These following table presents the descriptive statistics of research and technology

transfer share of income from both group 1 and group 2:

Group 1 4.77% 10.49% 0.82% 0 30.59%

Group 2 2.61% 3.63% 1.12% 0 14.24%

Table 19. Descriptive Statistics of Group 1 and Group 2’s Relative Share of

Income from Research and Technology Transfer in 2023 (unit: %)

The proportion of research and technology transfer income of group 1 ranged widely from
0 to 30.59%. The average (4.77%) is nearly 6 times higher than the median percentage
(0.82%), indicating that there is a right-skewed distribution. Half of the universities in
Group 1 earn less than 0.82% and there are also universities that have exceptionally high
figures (at 30.59%). The standard deviation of 10.49% suggests a high variation among

these universities.
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On the other hand, the proportion of group 2’s research and technology transfer income
had a narrower range from 0 to 14.24%. On average, group 2 universities earn 2.61%
income from research and technology transfer. The median is lower at 1.12% suggesting
that the distribution is also right skewed like group 1 but less extreme. The standard
deviation is 3.63%, much lower than group 1, showing that group 2 universities have a
more consistent share of income from research and technology transfer.

A Mann-Whitney U test is conducted to check the differences between two groups because
these two groups are not normally distributed and have unequal sample size. The results
indicated that there is no statistically significant difference with U = 118.5, p-exact = 0.85
much greater than 0.05 and small effect size (r = 0.044). Generally, both group 1 and
group 2 have a similar low share of income from research and technology
transfer.

1.5. Income Share from Other Resources

The share of income from other sources for Vietnamese universities under MOET ranged
from extremely low (0.49%) to exceptionally high (52.29%). Vinh University is a unique
case with high dependence on other sources (52.29%). Vinh University is a big
comprehensive university of North Central Viet Nam with 5 campuses. It has a system of
popular schools for all levels including Vinh University High School for Gifted Students,
secondary, primary and nursery and experimental schools. Possibly, these other sources
of income are from the profits of these school systems. The following table compares

descriptive statistics of group 1 and group 2’s proportion of income from “other sources":
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Group 1 19.65% 10.78% 20.09% 6.46% 37.67%

Group 2 9.97% 10.36% 5.51% 0.49% 52.20%

Table 20. Descriptive Statistics of Group 1 and Group 2’s Relative Share of

Income from Other Sources in 2023 (unit: %)

Regarding group 1, the percentage of income from other sources ranged widely from
6.46% to 37.67%. The standard deviation is 10.78%, suggesting a fairly high variation
among the universities in group 1. The average percentage of other sources is at 19.65%,
only slightly lower than the median value of 20.09%, indicating that there are some low
outliers.

For group 2, the range is much wider than group 1 from 0.49% to 52.29%. The average
share of other sources of 9.97% is also nearly double the median value of 5.51% indicating
that there are some exceptionally high outliers (e.g., Vinh University).

A Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to compare the two groups to see if one group
tends to have higher/lower values than the other. The results are U = 46, p value < 0.05
and effect size = 0.629 suggesting a statistically significant difference between the two
groups. The median of Group 1 (20.09%) is significantly higher than that of Group 2
(5.51%).

It is confirmed that group 1 has statistically significantly higher share from
“other resources” than group 2.

1.6. Resource Dependency

Among sample universities, 29 out of 39 have tuition fees making up more than half of

their income. Only teacher training and art related institutions are more dependent on
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state budget. The following figure is the scatter plot showing the distribution of

universities by proportion of income from state budget and tuition fees:
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Figure 5. Distribution of Universities by Proportion of Income from State
Budget and Tuition Fees in 2023 (unit: %)

All Group 1 universities have a tuition-dependent financial model, with tuition fees
constituting the primary revenue source (typically 70-90%) and minimal state funding
(mostly < 5%). On the other hand, group 2 universities are more diverse. Most group 2
universities are also dependent on tuition fees but have a higher share of the state budget
compared to group 1. The rest of universities in group 2 that have less than 50% of income
from tuition fees are more dependent on the state budget.

Figure 5 reveals an inverse relationship between state funding and tuition fees across both
groups of universities, where the higher the dependency on tuition fees, the lower the

state budget and vice versa. From the figure and the current trend of enhancing financial
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self-reliance, it seems that group 2 universities will gradually adopt the group 1’s financial
model - moving from dependency on state budget to dependency on tuition fees. The lone
Group 2 outlier with minimal tuition reliance (<10%) and exceptionally high state budget
may represent a disappearing paradigm of fully state-subsidized education or the inertia
of the university.

There is a unique case of Vinh University with revenue from state budget and tuition fees
lower 50%. It uniquely balances revenue from both these traditional sources (state budget
and tuition fees) with a significant portion of "other sources.” This is likely generated by
its very strong and reputed integrated school system, which spans from nursery to high
school levels.

1.7. Tuition Fee Level

1.7.1. Bachelor’s Level

Group 1 23.14 4.89 23.20 17.08 32.50

Group 2 14.31 3.31 13 10.75 27.20

Table 21. Descriptive Statistics of Average Tuition Fees for Bachelor’s

Programs by University Group in 2023 (unit: Million VND per Year)

The mean of group 1 (23.14 million VND) is significantly higher than Group 2 (14.31
million VND). The median of group 1’s average tuition fees are also substantially higher
than that of group 2 (23.20 vs. 13 million VND). The distribution of tuition fees is
consistently higher in Group 1.

In terms of variability, the standard deviation for group 1 is higher (4.81 vs 3.31),

indicating that the range of tuition fees is wider in Group 1. The minimum and maximum
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tuition fees further confirm this pattern (17.08-32.50 million VND for Group 1 vs. 10.75-
27.20 million VND for Group 2).

To test whether tuition fees are statistically significantly higher at financially autonomous
universities (Group 1) compared to non-autonomous universities (Group 2), a Welch’s t-
test was conducted. Welch’s t-test was selected because it works with unequal sample
sizes and allows unequal variances. Results are t stat (4.79) > t critical (1.83); p = 0.00049
< 0.05.

It confirms that Group 1 universities have statistically higher annual tuition
fees for bachelors’ programs than Group 2 in 2023.

1.7.2. Master’s level

The following table presents the average yearly tuition fees for master's programs in 2023,

comparing figures between university groups:

Group 1 31.86 7.84 20.25 23.30 46.88

Group 2 20.84 8.81 19.03 14.40 40.03

Table 22. Descriptive Statistics of Average Tuition Fees for Master’s

Programs by University Groups in 2023 (in Million VND per Year)

Both mean and median of group 1 are higher than those of group 2. The standard
deviation of group 1is a bit lower than that of group 2 (7.84 < 8.81 million VND) indicating
that Group 1’s average tuition fee level is more consistent than that of group 2. In contrast,
Group 2 shows greater variability in tuition fees. A Welch’s t-test was conducted to
compare tuition fees between Group 1 and Group 2 universities. The results show that the
average tuition fee in Group 1 is significantly higher than in Group 2, T stat = 3.73, p =
.0024 (one-tailed). Since t Stat = 3.73 is higher than the critical t critical = 1.83 and the

p-value is well below 0.05, the difference is statistically significant.
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It is confirmed that Group 1 universities’ annual master program’s tuition
fees are statistically higher than that of Group 2 in 2023.

1.7.3. Doctoral Level

This table provides a statistical overview of the average annual tuition fees for doctoral

programs in 2023, categorized by university group:

Group 1 45.80 14.99 43.00 26.00 78.13

Group 2 34.13 14.87 31.88 24.50 60.63

Table 23. Descriptive Statistics of Average Tuition Fees for Doctoral

Programs by University Groups in 2023 (unit: Million VND per Year)

Table 23 shows the descriptive data of average annual tuition fees at doctoral levels of
Group 1 and Group 2 universities. Both mean and median of group 1 are higher than that
of group 2. The standard deviation of group 1 is also a bit higher than group 2 (14.99 vs.
14.87 million VND) signifying group 1’s tuition fees are marginally more variable.

A Welch'’s t-test was conducted to compare tuition fees between Group 1 and Group 2
universities. The test result indicates a statistically significant difference, with Group 1
having a higher average tuition fee than Group 2, t Stat = 2.12, p = .033 (one-tailed). As
the t stat exceeds the t critical (2.12 > 1.86) and p < 0.035, it is confirmed that Group 1’s
universities (higher median) have higher tuition fees than group 2. It is confirmed that
Group 1 universities annual doctoral program’s tuition fees are statistically
higher than that of Group 2 in 2023.

2. Findings from Qualitative Data

2.1. Description of Themes and Codes

The thematic analysis of interview transcripts and strategic documents from universities

reveals four overarching themes including:
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e Perceptions of Financial Autonomy: This theme focuses on how financial
autonomy reform, especially the current push for all universities to cover at least
their recurrent costs by the end of 2025, is perceived by university representatives.

e Revenue Sources and Dependencies: This theme describes universities’
revenue sources and reveals the critical resource dependencies of group 1 and
group 2 universities. It can provide an insight to explain external resources
influence the universities’ prioritizing their income sources.

e Revenue Diversification Strategies: This theme seeks answers to how
universities utilize their different levels of financial autonomy to diversify their
revenues and reduce dependency.

e Opportunities and Challenges: This theme provides insights into the
opportunities and challenges for universities while diversifying their revenues.

The following sections examine each of these themes in detail, supported by interview
extracts and documentary evidence.

2.2, Financial Autonomy Perceptions

Group 1 (NEU)

From the viewpoint of NEU’s representative, the current financial autonomy reform is
equated to a loss of state funding. However, the budget cut is gradual, and the university
has enough time to adapt to the new challenge. NEU was one of the first universities which
joined the pilot program to enhance financial autonomy from 2014-2017 and the state
budget for the universities was not cut disruptively, but gradually over time.

The interviewee also commented on the importance of reputation and education quality
in NEU’s autonomy reform. The success of NEU’s financial autonomy reform is driven by

its prestige and popularity among students or in other words, it is driven by tuition fees:
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“If our training quality is good and we can maintain our reputation, we can maintain
our level of autonomy” (NEU_ma, interview, 2025)
Besides the prestige and quality of training, another internal enabler that the interviewee
mentioned as important to NEU was the streamlined management and consistent
leadership in creating a unified direction towards more autonomy within the university.
Group 2 (UTC, UED, HPU2)
Group 2 interviewees shared the same viewpoint that financial autonomy is equal to a loss
of budget and state support and being financially autonomous means that universities
must become financially self-reliant. UTC_ma mentioned that every year UTC receives
roughly 40-50 billion dong from the state budget and if they become “financially
autonomous” this amount will be a burden for the university. UTC_ma also pointed out
that the current financial autonomy reform is driven by prestige and tuition fees. The
interviewee also argued that the probability of a Vietnamese public university successfully
implementing the autonomous model depends on their capacity to generate more income
from tuition fees:
“Those universities that have a successful autonomous model are prestigious
universities already (before the autonomy transition). For example, HUST (Hanoi
National University of Science or Technology) or FTU (Foreign Trade University) are
already successful in branding. For lesser-known universities and those struggling with
student enrollment, it will not be easy to implement autonomy.”

(UTC_ma, interview, 2025)
Similarly, HPU2’s interviewee believes that university’s branding plays an important role
in making university more financially self-reliant. The optimistic attitude of the

interviewees towards the prospect that HPU2 can cover at least their recurrent expenses
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(even though currently the university is highly dependent on state budget) is explained
by the HPU2’s long-standing brand in teacher-training.
“Soon, there are going to be an Autonomous Project, and I believe that with the current
reputation and brand of the university, we are attractive to students”

(HPU2_le, interview, 2025)
UED’s interviewee, on the other hand, sees the university becoming more financially self-
reliant as unavoidable since it is mandated by the government and eventually all
universities need to implement these policies uniformly regardless of their wishes.
Regarding the feasibility of the goal for all universities to cover their recurrent cost by the
end of 2025, opinions are mixed. UTC_ma stated that this is “an ambitious and unrealistic
goal” and until now, there is a lack of detailed guidelines so probably, it is up to each
university to interpret. HPU2_le is confident about the prospect of HPU2 generating
more income from tuition fees thanks to its brand name, therefore financial autonomy
implementation is feasible for them. UED_ le refused to comment about the feasibility of
the government’s policy.
2.3. Revenue Sources & Dependencies
2.3.1. Resource Dependency on Tuition Fees
Group 1 (NEU)
NEU’s financial model is tuition-based. The interviewee acknowledged that it is not the
case for NEU only, but most Vietnamese universities are dependent on tuition fees. The
interviewee also described revenue diversification as the biggest challenge in the financial
autonomy reform for NEU. NEU relies on maintaining its reputation and brand name to

justify its tuition levels and sustain the current level of financial independence.
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Reputation and education quality are described by interviewee as “products” that are
essential for their income generation:
“The quality of training is our product... If our education quality is good and we
maintain our reputation, then we can maintain the current level of financial autonomy.
To be able to sustain ourselves, we need to offer a high-quality product which in turn
helps maintain our institutional standing.”

(NEU_ma, interview, 2025)
In the strategy from 2021 - 2030, the importance of marketing activities is also
emphasized to build the image of the NEU as the top choice for learning and working. The
requirement of becoming financially self-sustained has made NEU adopt the tuition-
driven model which treats education as a commodity to generate income. Another aspect
that the interviewee saw as essential to securing the tuition-based income is setting the
right level of tuition compatible with Vietnamese household’s affordability and the
university’s quality.
Currently NEU has its reputation and quality of training as a buffer against financial risks.
However, a healthy and sustainable financial model cannot rely on a single dominant
stream of tuition, especially when it is both regulated by MOET and easily influenced by
external factors outside of universities’ control.
Group 2 (UTC, UED, HPU2)
Like the group 1 university, UTC_ma stated that tuition fee is the main source of income
for the majority of Vietnamese public universities, and this is not going to change in the
near future. UTC spends around 280 billion VND on training costs, with 40-50 billion
VND previously subsidized by the government. Aligning with the view that financial

autonomy equals losing state support, the interviewee expected that the university will
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not receive the state subsidy anymore after implementing financial autonomy. He also
pointed out that when UTC becomes financially autonomous institutions, the tuition level
must cover the full cost of training and education, which leads to higher education tuition
fees.
“When we are exercising financial autonomy, the tuition fees must cover the whole
training and education expenses. That means students need to pay more”

(UTC_ma, interview, 2025)
UTC also has a plan to increase the tuition fees within the cap of the government. In other
words, the push for universities to become financially self-dependent, rather than
encouraging them to actively seek alternative revenue sources, has resulted in higher
tuition fees.
UED is also dependent on tuition fees. Currently, its student quotas are strictly controlled
by the government. However, the interview reveals that the university is advocating for
more freedom in this quota citing that it directly influences its core revenue.
For HPU2, a university with most of the income from the state budget, the financial
autonomy push still has influences on their activities. The interviewee sees the
requirement from the government side as they must be more active in tuition fee
generation since it is the “strength of our university" - a teacher-training institution
(HPU2_le, interview, 2025). Even though currently HPU2 do not depend on tuition fees
thanks to government subsidies for pedagogical majors, the interviewee still sees the
tuition fees as an essential source of income in the future, especially while the government

expects all universities to become less dependent on state funding.
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2.3.2. Resource Dependency on State Budget
Group 2 (UED, HPU2)
Among the universities interviewed, HPU2 and UED are more dependent on state budget.
They are both teacher-training oriented institutions where most majors are pedagogy.
These majors are fully subsidized by the government and MOET. All teacher-trainees who
agree to work in the educational field after graduation (often in public institutions or at
assigned locations) and maintain a certain level of GPA are exempt from tuition fees and
receive a monthly living stipend. HPU2_le also pointed out that there is a default
expectation that pedagogical majors are free. If the government plans to change that as
part of the financial autonomy enhancement trend, it will pose a great challenge for
universities.
I think that the government still needs to fund (education and training cost) to avoid
risks for universities. If Resolution 16 (the teacher-training subsidies) is suspended, it is
very dangerous for the university ... University can only be autonomous to a degree. It
has been imprinted in students’ minds that pedagogical majors are free.

(HPU2_le, interview, 2025)
Until now, there has been no separate mechanism from the government side for
pedagogical institutions in enhancing their financial autonomy. The subsidies are still
provided; however, the future is uncertain. If the government expects these institutions
to become more autonomous, there should be more supporting measures to facilitate
their transition.
2.3.3 Limited Income Share from Research and Technology Transfer
From the quantitative data, in general, Vietnamese universities under MOET have very

low income research and technology transfer. The four universities participating in the
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qualitative phase of the research have minimal to medium income share from this source
(from 0.12%-4.95%) compared to others. The qualitative findings also confirmed this
reality.

Group 1 (NEU)

The interviewee revealed that NEU’s research and technology income mostly derives from
applying for research grants from MOET or winning bids for provincial level research
projects and not much from collaboration with industry. He also expressed concern that
research commercialization for NEU and other social and humanities-oriented
universities is challenging.

Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)

UTC’s development strategy pointed out the low quantity and quality of research and
limited research application and commercialization activities as one of the main
challenges for the university. For HPU2, although the interviewee praised the university
for their efforts, he believes that this source of income cannot increase significantly
anytime soon. UED’s interviewee said it does not have much collaboration with industry
to develop these income sources.

The UTC’s participants openly admitted that the objective of promoting research and
technology transfer, is just for guiding and strategic in nature, and tuition fees are still the
main income source for all Vietnamese universities.

“Currently, for all universities and colleges in Viet Nam, tuition fees are the main source
of income. (The goal of) increasing more from research and technology activities is just
for guiding/ strategic in nature”

(UTC_ma, interview, 2024)
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2.3.4. Income from “Other Sources”

The interviews also provided explanations for “other sources” of income. In the financial
statements, there was no detailed explanation of these sources. Overall, the data suggest
that “other sources” can vary widely. The income from profits of institutions within
universities is stable (in case of HPU2) while the other sources fluctuate over time.
However, since no interviewees were directly involved in Finance and Accounting, their
insights are speculative, which is also a limitation of the study.

Group 1 (NEU)

NEU’s interviewee believed the university’s quite high income from other sources (23%)
derived from a one-off project with the government that spans from several years.
Group 2

HPU 2 has high income from other sources at 20.61% (equal to its income from tuition
fees). The interviewee explained that this could be from the university’s National Defense
Training Center. In Viet Nam, National Defense training is compulsory for all college
students, so universities without the National Defense Education Faculty need to
outsource this training for institutions like HPU2 to train their students. The HPU 2’s
National Defense Training Center is a popular choice for many Hanoi universities. Next,
UTC interviewees attributed their other sources (5.39%) to profits from renting out the
university’s premises.

2.4. Revenue Diversification Strategies

2.4.1. Strategy to Increase Income from Tuition Fees

Group 1 - NEU

Currently, tuition fees already make up more than 70% of NEU income. The strategies

they adopted to increase this source do not focus on expanding more majors, or
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traditional student enrollment, but aiming for international students. In its 2021—2030
strategy, the university plans to attract more international students from the region while
continuing to recruit students from traditional partner countries such as Laos and
Cambodia. Another strategy to increase this income source is branding to promote NEU
as one of the best options for studying and working. Maintaining the quality of training
activities is also seen as essential to justify the tuition fee levels and student enrollment.
Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)

The strategies to increase income from tuition fees are much more diverse in group 2 since
they are the ones that are facing a potential state budget cut by the end of 2025.
UTC_ma pointed out that the university focuses on opening more distance learning and
short-cycle programs to meet the market needs. For example, with Vietnam currently
developing its metro system, UTC offers short-cycle courses to train engineers in this
field, providing them with the necessary certifications.

UED focused on diversifying modes of training to include non-traditional modes such as
distance learning and short-cycled training programs.

For HPU2, a teacher-training-focused institution, the university plans to open more non-
pedagogical majors to charge tuition fees, aiming for a 50/50 balance between
pedagogical and non-pedagogical programs. Recently, it opened new technical majors
including biotechnology, chemical engineering and applied physics, which, according to
the interviewee, is an effort to gain more revenue from tuition fees. Moreover, this year,
HPU2 also opened new primary and secondary schools. Thanks to HPU2’s reputation in
teacher training, these schools are very popular among students in the region and have
great potential to generate income for the university. From the discussion with the

HPU2’s representative, expanding non-pedagogical majors and establishing more
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schools is a common strategy for teacher-training institutions are common strategies
from teacher-training institutions in Viet Nam. The HPU2 interviewee also mentioned
that a potential income source yet unexplored is the income from international students.
2.4.2. Strategy to Increase Income from Entrepreneurial Activities

Group 1 - NEU

NEU puts collaboration with industry high in their development strategies. It also set the
goal to become the largest start-up incubation in Viet Nam in their 2021-2030 strategy.
According to the interviewee, it also changed the nature of its investment from not-for-
profit projects to include more for-profit ones.

Group 2 - HPU2

HPU2 expands their income following the tuition-based logic, aiming to generate tuition-
like income. For instance, HPU2 focused on opening centers for continuing professional
development, producing educational materials, providing short-cycled courses in
pedagogy skills, etc. It has also set a strategic objective to establish its own companies,
and nurture staff and students’ start-ups and spin-offs in their strategy. However, from
the report, until now, these activities are peripheral or yet to be implemented and without
concrete measures and results.

2.4.3. Strategy to Increase Income from Research and Technology Transfer
Group 1 - NEU

The key activities that NEU adopted to increase income from research and technology
transfer include aligning university research and technology transfer with national,
regional, and local needs to apply for public research grants and providing consultancy

services for enterprises. The interviewee indicated that the university’s main strategy in
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the next period is the expansion of their enterprise consultancy activities and research
commerecialization.
“The trend is that the university will focus on (collaboration with) enterprises, either
conducting consultancy or selling research products externally, to increase income”
(NEU_ma, interview, 2025)
From 2021-2030, for concrete output, NEU will focus on developing 1-3 strategic research
products by 2030. These are expected to be high-impact outputs such as excellent training
programs, research projects, software, guidebooks, etc. Besides, the university also put
high priority in building incentive mechanisms to encourage research and invest in
building research groups led by leading researchers who can pioneer new research trends
in Viet Nam and mentoring NEU’s staff.
Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)
In the strategy to 2030 with a vision to 2045, HPU2 puts research, technology and
innovation as a priority and plans to increase income from research and technology
transfer. The university has an ambition to “create a research, innovation and
entrepreneurship ecosystem in collaboration with enterprises.” University-based startups
led by faculty, students, and alumni are encouraged, however, until now there has been
much concrete results. Similar to group 1’s university (NEU), HPU2 also aligns their
research and innovation activities with the mission of addressing critical issues at the
local, regional, and national levels. The interview pointed out some concrete success at
the faculty level such as the Faculty of Biochemistry and Chemistry producing Oolong tea.
However, currently the income generated from this source is very limited:
“The scale (of research and technology transfer) might not be as large as other units, but

I think in the future it will achieve some certain results”
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(HPU2_le, interview 2025)
UTC’s board of directors have outlined specific strategies to increase income from
research and technology transfer. In the strategy from 2021-2030, the university plans to
invest more into research capacity from training income and looks for alternative funds
from local enterprises. The university also aspires to build a strong research institution
that can export knowledge and transfer technology in the transport area. Recently, the
university just founded the Technology Transfer Office. UTC_ma commented that
currently, the main topics of research for the university is high-speed railways since Viet
Nam is in the process of building this system. However, the goal of increasing research
and technology transfer income has not been achieved. The 2008—-2020 strategy set a
goal for UTC to generate 25% of its income from research and technology transfer by
2020. In the subsequent 2021—-2030 strategy, this target was reduced to 15%. Yet, neither
target has been achieved, as income from this source currently accounts for only about
5%.
UED, however, focused on the public research grants and contracts at regional and
Ministry levels. The university sets out the priority to “identify the needs of localities to
propose suitable projects.” The interviewee also confirmed this strategy and pointed out
that the common way to get funding for research is to apply for Ministry and regional
research projects.
2.4.4. Strategies to Increase Income from External Development Funding
Group 1 - NEU
NEU’s strategy from 2021-2030 promoted looking for sponsorships and allowing naming
the classrooms, seminar rooms, and other campus facilities after the donors.

Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)
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In the university’s development strategy documents, UTC, HPU2 and UED all set
objectives to actively look for external development funding sources. These include
concessional  loans from financial institutions, humanitarian  funds,
investment/donations from local authorities and private enterprises, domestic and
international sponsors. They plan to utilize external funds to support scholarships, talent
development, and teaching and learning activities, enhancing their infrastructure, and
providing scholarships for students. The interviewees, however, are either unaware of
these practices or the plans have not yet materialized much in practice.
2.5. Benefits and Opportunities of Financial Autonomy
Group 1 - NEU
For NEU, the interviewee believes that the financial autonomy reforms have brought the
universities ample benefits and opportunities. The university has much more financial
autonomy. Currently, the university council has the authority to approve budgets and
expenditure itself, while in the past this must be approved by the managing authorities
(e.g.: MOET). Currently, only expenses that exceed a certain level need approval from the
MOET. Moreover, the universities also have more freedom in setting tuition fees, even
though it is still capped by the government:
“(Autonomous universities) can determine its own costs and expenses at higher level
than their counterparts, and based on that, set its tuition level”

(NEU_e, interview, 2025)
The interviewee also believed that the financial autonomy reform also made the
universities more transparent about their finances since they must follow state

regulations.
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Group 2

HPUZ2’s interviewee sees financial autonomy and revenue diversification is important in
this market-driven education. He also sees it as a sign that education can become “a part
of the market economy” (HPU2_le, interview, 2025).

UED’s interviewee believed that financial autonomy granting universities more freedom
in managing incomes and expenses and eventually can help advance the university’s
quality of teaching, training, and research.

Moreover, the push for financial self-reliance also makes universities optimize their
expenses and operate more efficiently. UTC’s strategy from 2008-2020 with vision to
2030 listed out four tasks including streamlining the management system, reforming
governance, practicing thrift, and optimizing expenditures.

2.6. Challenges of Financial Autonomy

Group 1 - NEU

NEU’s interviewee stated that revenue diversification is the most challenging aspect for
the university. The board of directors are well-aware of the risks associated with relying
on a single dominant source of tuition fees, however, due to institutional capacity, it is
difficult to develop other income sources.

Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)

The UTC’s interviewee predicts that the university will lose around 40 billion VND from
state budget cuts so there must be some financial austerity measures such as cost cutting
and efficiency-driven adjustments. These measures can be challenging for the staff at the
beginning. Another concern is that there is a lack of detailed guidance for implementing

autonomy by 2025, which creates uncertainty in planning and execution. Legal
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difficulties, particularly in research and technology transfer, further hinder universities
from commercializing innovations and intellectual property.
UED already struggles with student enrollment due to the poor job prospects for teacher-
trainees. This limits their ability to generate income from tuition fees.
“Well, the university also has a roadmap toward autonomy; however, there will be
difficulties. For example, the current challenge is in student recruitment, because
students have poor job prospects in the education field.”

(UED_le, interview, 2025)
Additionally, staff engagement remains a problem. Some faculty and employees are
passive or unprepared for the demands of autonomous operations as HPU2_le pointed
out.
These challenges call for timely measures from the government. The universities in group
2 which are required to enhance their financial autonomy level by the end of 2025 need
customized support, incentive policy and guidance from the government to ensure the
transition process can happen inclusively and sustainably.
2.7. Overall Comparison of Group 1 and Group 2
In terms of financial autonomy perception, group 1 and group 2 shared the same view.
Interviewees stated that financial autonomy reform is equated to gradual withdrawal of
budget and state support. This is associated with the process of HEIs becoming more
financially self-reliant. The current financially autonomous model is driven by prestige
and student enrollment or in other words, tuition fees. NEU_ma (Group 1) sees
maintaining their current level of financial autonomy as achievable thanks to its long-
standing branding, reputation, and student base. Group 1 universities have also benefited

from the gradual transition towards financial autonomy with pilot programs and state
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support over time since the 2010s. On the other hand, Group 2 had mixed perceptions.
UTC is skeptical and considers the deadline, by the end of 2025, is “unrealistic". HPU2 is
optimistic in the potential of income generation from tuition fees thanks to its teacher-
training branding.

Most universities of both groups are highly dependent on tuition fees. Group 1 university
(NEU) acknowledged its overreliance on tuition fees however justified it as the “common
pattern” among Vietnamese universities. Quality and training services are seen as their
marketable “products” to attract students and maintain the financial independence of the
universities. For Group 2, reputation has a mixed impact on tuition fee generation. Some
believe their good branding can help generate more tuition, while others are struggling
with student enrollment. UTC transition to be autonomous is predicted to make tuition
fees higher. HPU2, even though currently dependent on the state budget, sees tuition as
future core revenue. UED demanded more freedom in student quotas to have more
control over this source of income.

Next, the state budget is seen as crucial for teacher-training institutions in Group 2 (UED
and HPU2). The tuition-waive and subsidy for pedagogic majors are seen as important
for the development and student recruitment of HPU2 and UED. Both interviewees from
HPU2 and UED expressed wishes that the government should continue to fund teacher-
training students since there has been a default belief that teacher-training is free of
charge.

Research and technology transfer contribute very little across both groups and there is
belief that the goal of increasing this income serves more as strategic guidance and long-

term investment than realistic financial expectation. Income from “other sources” varies
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widely, ranging from one-off projects, renting premises to profits of institutions within
universities.

Revenue diversification reflects both ambitions and constraints of the university. Group
1 (NEU) utilized branding and marketing to justify tuition level and expand student
enrollment and plan to attract more international students from the region. It is
experimenting with more entrepreneurial activities such as startup incubation and for-
profit investment and looking for external donors. The highlight of their research transfer
strategies is expanding consultancy services for industry. On the other hand, group 2
universities’ interviewees discussed more about the possibility of expanding revenue from
tuition fees or tuition-like income from educational services. For example, UTC provides
short-cycled, distance learning courses and training services in the high-speed railway
system. HPU2 is planning to establish more educational centers, school systems, and
provide educational services since it is the strength of the universities. The interviewee
also puts emphasis on branding and marketing activities. UED is more specifically aiming
for applying to local research projects to have more funds. Besides, external development
funding, though identified as a potential source through concessional loans,
humanitarian funds, and private donations, has yet to materialize much.

Financial autonomy and demand for revenue diversification have brought universities
both benefits and challenges. In terms of benefits, both groups believe that it brings more
autonomy allowing universities to manage resources more actively and effectively. One
benefit that is considered essential for universities is that they can set tuition fees with
more freedom and at a higher level. Next, financial autonomy also makes universities
optimize their expenses and operate more effectively and efficiently. However, multiple

challenges are also listed ranging from unclear intellectual property policies, lack of
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detailed guidance for group 2 universities, student recruitment challenge, overreliance on

tuition fees, etc.
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Chapter VI. Discussion

The case of MOET-affiliated Vietnamese public universities illustrates a complex picture
of power imbalances, resource dependencies, and the struggle to manage dependencies.
1. From State Dependence to Student Dependence

The study showed that most universities in Viet Nam rely on tuition fees, which are also
confirmed in recent literature (Trinh et al., 2025) (T. T. Le et al., 2021). All autonomous
universities are highly dependent on tuition fees with some cases having over 90% of their
income from this single source. Even though for group 2 universities which have not
formally fully “autonomized” yet, most universities also have driven by tuition fees. The
push for financial independence with limited institution capacity has forced HEIs to turn
to the most possible resource providers - students or Vietnamese households.

Group 1 universities with advantages of long-standing reputation and large student base
can expand their tuition significantly over time, while lesser-known universities are
struggling to survive due to student enrollment challenges. The cut of the state budget for
the regional group 2 universities can exacerbate the existing regional disparity in higher
education.

Moreover, there is both a political and practical ceiling on the rise of tuition fees (P.
Teixeira & Koryakina, 2013). At the same time, Vietnamese universities still need more
income to continue their development, especially when they are still struggling with
training quality, research capacity, and infrastructure. The fact that universities are too
reliant on this single source of income constrains their long-term development and forces

them to follow market forces. It will eventually drive universities to adopt a tuition-driven
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and low-research model, which harms the national innovation system and equality long-
term.

2. Power Dynamics

For a system that has been centrally governed for a long time, it is understandable that
autonomy is highly sought for by HEIs. However, the requirements of trading state
funding for more autonomy are pushing these public universities to subscribe to another
authority of the market forces. Vietnamese HEIs have limited capacity in research,
technology transfer and entrepreneurship (Ravi & Janodia, 2023), (Spoo & Tuan, 2010),
(Harman & Ngoc, 2010) and the mandate from the government (which used to be a key
resource provider) left public universities with the rational choice to rely on tuition fees.
This creates a dual dependency for public universities in Viet Nam: on the state, which
grants them legitimacy and regulates their main income (tuition fees), and on the student
market, which dictates their financial viability. Public HEIs are left exposed to great risks
from the uncertainties of student enrollment, changes in tuition fee cap (set by the
government), changes in popularity of majors, competition with international
universities and so on.

3. Dependency Management

Many strategies to manage dependencies that have been found in university's strategies
and interviews are to increase tuition income. Strategies including raising tuition fees,
opening more schools, majors, new programs, short-cycle, and distance learning courses
and so on are common and have been utilized widely with concrete results. However, it is
low-level, tactical strategies that only worsen the current high dependence on tuition fees.
Greater emphasis should be put on other sustainable options, with more strategic

planning and effective implementation to achieve outcomes. The minimal income from
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research and technology transfer across the board shows that there is a lack of true and
mission-driven revenue diversification.

4. The Dilemma of Universities Dependent on State Budget

The outliers of the system are the teacher-training oriented and art-related universities.
They are still dependent on the state budget. As they have expressed concern, to have
them follow the same autonomy transition process and stop subsidizing the pedagogical
majors abruptly can pose them greater challenges in student enrollment. The aim of the
subsidy policy is to deal with teacher shortages in remote areas; however, there are more
effective and cost-conscious options that are worth exploring. Resources should be
targeted to those who need them the most while blanket waiver of tuition fees benefit all
teacher-trainees equally, including those who are not in need. In the context that higher
education receives little from the state budget, these funds should be allocated more
efficiently and effectively to benefit the entire system fairly.

5. Higher Education as Commodity or Public Good

The findings reveal that there are views seeing that education and quality of training are
a “product” for the market to gain more students. This is fostered by the current financial
autonomy framework that leaves higher education to market forces. However, higher
education provides both individual and extensive public benefits, therefore it should be
treated as a public good (Marginson, 2011). A public good needs a level of public
investment to maintain its function and benefit the whole society (Kallhoff, 2014). The
fact that public higher education in Viet Nam is dominantly relying on tuition fees is a
worrying trend threatening the equality and accessibility of the system. It forces
universities to produce programs and graduates that are attractive to the market,

prioritizing revenue generation over societal needs and academic enquiries. In the long-
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term it can harm knowledge creation, national innovation systems, and public welfare.
For a country that is still struggling in the “middle-income trap” and facing early signs of
an aging population (Conga & Uyen, 2019), higher education should be invested to
become the motivator for the national knowledge, innovation, and research system

instead of a market-driven system that is exacerbating inequality.
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Chapter VII. Conclusion

This study has investigated the impact of the current Vietnamese financial autonomy
framework on the income structures and revenue diversification strategies of public
universities. It adopted a mixed-method approach to compare the autonomous (Group 1)
and pre-autonomous (Group 2) institutions under the MOET in terms of income
structure, revenue diversification strategies, opportunities, and challenges. This research
provides a critical and empirical examination of a financial autonomy policy in practice.
The findings pointed out the current framework of financial autonomy in Viet Nam has
not fostered the genuine and transformative revenue diversification but instead it shifted
the dependence from state dependency to tuition dependency. This creates a financially
unsustainable model that risks exacerbating educational inequality and harms research
and public missions of higher education.

RQ 1: What are the similarities and differences in income structures
between Group 1 and Group 2 universities?

The findings reveal that even though many universities have successfully moved past the
state dependency, they have not done so by developing a resilient and multi-stream
revenue model. Both groups of universities are highly dependent on tuition fees. The key
differences are that while group 1 universities have more advantages in leveraging their
prestige and student attraction to maximize their tuition revenue, Group 2 universities
expressed more concern over student enrollment challenges. Moreover, Group 2 still has
teacher-training and art-related institutions dependent on the state budget, however, the
future of these state subsidies is uncertain. Alarmingly, both groups of universities have

minimal income from research and technology transfer, showing that this is a systemic
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problem. Regarding income from “other resources,” they vary across institutions and
should be more transparently reported.

RQ 2: How do Group 1 and Group 2 universities use their financial
autonomy to diversify their revenue in the context of decreasing state
budgets from the government?

Both groups of universities have strategies to expand tuition including market expansion
via launching new majors, programs, school systems, attracting international students
and providing more educational services. It is understandable due to the limited research
and entrepreneurial capacity they have. Group 1 (NEU) is focused more on the
international student market, while group 2’s universities are more invested in the
domestic traditional student market. Universities also adapt their training programs to
meet market needs. For example, UTC provides courses about high-speed railway and
HPU2 opens new schools for local students.

There are also a variety of strategies outside tuition-based logic. Common strategies are
expanding consultancy services for industry, developing entrepreneurship incubation,
and creating a research, innovation and entrepreneurship ecosystem and applying for
public research grants. Universities of both groups are developing these strategies based
on their strengths. For instance, UTC, with its strength in transport, set the goal to open
a research center to export knowledge in this field. NEU, as the leading economic
university, puts high emphasis on expanding their consultancy services for enterprises.
HPU2 used its resources and strengths of pedagogical majors to open non-pedagogic ones

that can charge tuition fees.
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RQ 3: What are the opportunities and challenges for Group 1 and Group 2
in diversifying their revenue?

With more financial autonomy, universities can make prompt and informed decisions
without waiting for the approval from the MOET. Besides, the push for the financially
self-reliant model also makes universities more active in increasing their operational
efficiency and optimizing their expenses. Group 2’s interviewees also expressed favorable
views towards the prospect of setting the tuition fees with more freedom in the future.
The challenges coming with revenue diversification are that the universities are still very
dependent on tuition fees since most of the strategies are still very much focused on
expanding this source of income. Other challenges discussed were lack of detailed
guidance, ambiguous legal framework, difficult student enrollment (for group 2), etc.
These findings can provide recommendations for policymakers and universities. For the
government and MOET, this is high time that they safeguarded the public missions and
research capacity of universities. To maintain the benefits of higher education for society,
it is essential that the government protects equality and accessibility of the system.

“But no country has established a bona fide economic market in the first-degree
education of domestic students. No research university is driven by shareholders, profit,
market share, allocative efficiency, or the commodity form.” (Marginson, 2013)

For public universities to develop more in their research capacity, the government needs
to provide targeted support and funding. The popular approach in the context of
restricted public funding is via performance-based funding. A baseline of public
investment in higher education also needs to be maintained through block-funding to

ensure the stability of the university’s core academic functions and long-term capacity
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building. There should be more state support in enhancing research, entrepreneurship,
capacity, and clearer and favorable legal framework in intellectual property ownership.
For universities, the findings are a warning against the tuition-driven autonomous model.
It can provide empirical evidence for them advocate for more public support in
safeguarding their public missions. Moreover, it is important that they should invest in
building real capacity for research commercialization, industry partnerships, looking for
endowment fundraising and other nontraditional financial sources, even though
currently it is challenging.

The study has consolidated the existing literature in Vietnamese financial autonomy
framework and made some new contribution. It strongly supports the argument that
currently, financial autonomy is equated to financial self-reliance. Empirical finding from
financial reports and perceptions of interviewees confirmed this practice, similar to
findings of Ninh (2019), Pham et al. (2024), N. A. Tran et al. (2023). Moreover, it also
contributed to research body that criticize the weak financial diversity, tuition-driven
financial model of Vietnamese public universities (Trinh et al., 2025), (T. T. Le et al.,
2021). Besides, the study added a new perspective of comparison between autonomous
and pre-autonomous universities. T. A. Nguyen & Nguyen (2024) only captured the
positive impact of autonomy on the competition of universities, however this study points
out even successful autonomous universities are fragile and faced multiple challenges in
maintaining their leading positions. The comparison between autonomous and pre-
autonomous universities serves as a timely warning to government and universities about
the future direction of the current autonomy reform. The research also provided insights
into actual strategies of revenue diversification that universities are utilizing to manage

their resource dependencies.
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The study also has limitations. First, the findings are applicable for MOET-affiliated
public HEIs only and might not be true for the whole Vietnamese higher education
system. Second, it also only used the data of the year 2023, which cannot show the effect
of the Vietnamese financial autonomy framework over time. Finally, in the second phase
of the research, only one group 1 university participated. The interviewees participating
in the research were also not directly working in the creation of the university’s financial
reports; one interviewee was working on the first phase of autonomy reform but is not
directly contributing to the current autonomy transition process. However, the aim of the
qualitative findings is not to generalize but to give a more nuanced picture of Vietnamese
universities’ financial autonomy and revenue diversification.

Based on this study, several directions for future research can be suggested. First, a more
in-depth qualitative study of university councils’ views can give deeper insights into
institutional financial strategy and decision-making process. Second, a longitudinal study
on financial data of universities over the course of the autonomy reform can reveal more
comprehensive impacts. Third, further investigation is needed to measure the impact of
the tuition-driven autonomous model on Vietnamese universities’ tuition fees and
student access, equity, and debt level. Additionally, case studies on universities that are
successfully diversified their revenue streams and have more sustainable autonomous

models are needed to offer valuable lessons for Vietnamese system.
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Appendix

Interview Questions

A. For Universities from Group 1 (NEU)

=

Do you feel that the government has created a favorable legal framework to exercise your
financial autonomy? What are the key benefits and challenges?

As your institution is considered a successful model for implementing financial autonomy and
becoming more financially self-reliant in the context of a reduction in the state budget, what
do you believe are the key factors contributing to this success? And what are the current

challenges to maintain this level of financial autonomy?

. Given that tuition fees currently dominate your institution's income. What is your opinion

regarding this dependence? Currently, is there any plan to reduce this dependence?
Currently, your institution’s income from research and technology transfer is not high. What
are the main challenges your institution faces in increasing this income and what are the

current plans or strategies to enhance revenue from research and technology transfer?

. Regarding the "other sources" of income listed in your financial statement, could you provide

details on what these sources are? Also, does your university have plans to further develop or
diversify these income sources in the future?

From your perspective, what measures or actions would you suggest the government take to
provide better support and guidance in practicing your financial autonomy and revenue
diversification?

Would you like to add any other comments?
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B. For Universities from Group 2 (UTC, HPU2, UED)

1. Do you feel that the government has created a favorable legal framework to exercise your
financial autonomy? What are the key benefits and challenges?

2. The government has urged your institution to cover at least its recurrent costs by the end of
2025. How realistic is this goal? How does this target influence your current operations and
financial strategic plans moving forward?

3. For university highly dependent on state budget

- Currently, the dominant income for your institution is from the state budget. Does your
institution have plans to look for other alternative sources of income?

For universities highly dependent on tuition fees

- Currently, the dominant income for your institution is from the tuition fees. Does your
institution have plans to look for other alternative sources of income?

4. Your institution’s income from research and technology transfer is very low/ at 0%. What are
the main challenges your institution faces in increasing this income and what are the financial
plans or strategies to enhance revenue from research and technology transfer in the future?

5. Regarding the "other sources" of income listed in your financial statement, could you provide
details on what these sources are and their allocation? Also, do you have plans to increase these
income sources in the future?

6. From your perspective, what measures or actions would you suggest the government take to
provide better support and guidance in achieving the goal of enhancing your financial
autonomy and diversifying the funding structure?

7. Would you like to add any other comments?
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