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Abstract—The purpose of this study is to provide empirical
insights into stakeholder identification (SI) in specific
context of Vietnamese private higher education institutions
(VPHEISs). Existing literature points to the pervasive
relationship-centric paradigm of stakeholder identification
that is applicable to higher education institutions (HEIS).
This paper argues that VPHEIs need to effectively manage
relationships with stakeholders who influence challenging
issues that face the institutions. This paper addresses the
question: how do VPHEIs identify stakeholders? Data from
key informant interviews and participant observations were
triangulated to compare and contrast the findings. The key
finding is that VPHEIs management identify key
stakeholders differently. The data indicated that
interpersonal relationships influence VPHEIs management
approach to stakeholder identification rather than the
understanding and application of stakeholder theory.*

Index Terms—Higher Education, Stakeholder identification,
private university, Vietnam.

I.  INTRODUCTION

The stakeholder approach to strategic management has
been discussed in literature over 30 years. A consensus is
that organizations need to effectively identify and manage
relationships  with  key stakeholders to obtain
organizational success [1], [2]. Scholars studying HEIs
also argue that the ability to manage stakeholder
relationships significantly influences institutional success
[3]-[6]. This study investigate the practice of Sl in
VPHEIs to verify if the current SI paradigms found in the
Western literature is applicable to the specific context of
a transitional developing country. This paper contributes
empirical insights into an area of limited research
regarding the SI in HEIs, especially in non-Western
contexts.

In Vietnam, the management of HEIs has undergone
substantial reforms since the implementation of the
Government’s ‘renovation policy’, or “Doimoi” in
Vietnamese from the Government [6]. These reforms
include the emergence of private sector that plays an
important role in meeting the unmet demand for tertiary
education [7], [8]. Currently, the whole HE systems only
provide places for around 10% of the university age
population [9]. In 2005, the Vietnamese government
enacted the Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA).
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One of HERA’s ambitious objectives is to increase
student enrolment to reach the gross enrolment rate about
45% of the total university age population by 2020 [6].
However, the public sector cannot provide educational
opportunities for all potential students who want a tertiary
degree [9]. Therefore, another HERA’s objective is that
the private sector has to account for up to 40% of this
gross enrolment rate. To do so, VPHEIs have to
overcome significant challenging issues that threaten
their existence. First, VPHEIs face difficulties in
optimizing student recruitment since the first choice for
students entering HE is nearly always a public institution
[6]. Second, ensuring quality of education in VPHEIs is
problematic. One reason is the lack of autonomous
operations and financial resources that restrict VPHEIs in
recruiting qualified academic staff [10]. The other reason
is the framed curriculum imposed by the Ministry of
Education and Training (MOET) that stresses on quantity
rather on the quality of knowledge [11]. A third crucial
issues is low graduate employability of VPHEIs due to
employer preference for graduates from public
universities and the loose connections between
universities and the employment market [12]. In this
context, it is argued that if VPHEIs effectively identify
and manage relationships with key stakeholders who
influence these challenging issues, they might obtain
competitiveness over the public universities to reach the
HERA'’s target.

Il. STAKEHOLDER IDENTIFICATION IN HIGHER

EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

The competitive, complex and dynamic environment
necessitates an HEI to effectively manage relationships
with various stakeholders [13]. Stakeholders are defined
as individuals and/or groups on which the organization is
dependent on for its continual survival [14]. The nature of
stakeholder relationships varies across organizations,
industries and contexts [14]. However, a consensus is that
stakeholders are important elements in the constitutions
of the organization and that attention must be paid to their
interests [14]-[16]. Complex organizations, such as
universities, that recognize the stakeholder network in
which they are inextricably embedded and work to
engage with relevant stakeholders are able to obtain
competitiveness [14], [5]. Although universities are
different from business organizations, stakeholder
approach may be applied because an university, as any
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organization, is a social system with a need for legitimacy
and social acceptance [17].

Stakeholder identification have shifted from
organization-centric approaches [18], [19] to more
stakeholder-centric approaches [20], [21], and recently to
relationship-centric approaches [22], [14], [23]-[25]. The
organization-centric and stakeholder-centric place the
focal organizations in the centre of dyadic linkages with
surrounding stakeholders whereas stakeholder
relationships are dynamic and complex. Thus, these
approaches are not relevant in heterogeneous and critical
environment [26], [23], such as one of HEls. The
relationship-centric approach emphasize the interrelated
network of relationships that naturally exist among
stakeholders in which the organizations are only partly
control the relationship processes [24], [23]. This
approach highlights the notion of stakeholder reciprocity,
which have been neglected in previous stakeholder
research [27]. This notion emphasizes that stakeholders
and organizations not only have abilities to affect each
other, but also have responsibilities to each other for
mutual interests. For example, the issue-network
approach [23] focus on issues that force stakeholders
relating to these issues to collaborate with each other and
with the organization to interact for resolving the issues.
This study adopted this issue-network approach to
investigate the practice of stakeholder identification in
relations with challenging issues facing VPHEIs.

Different frameworks of Sl are proposed by scholars
studying HElIs stakeholders. For example, many efforts of
HEI’s stakeholder identification rely on Mitchell et al.’s
[20] stakeholder salience paradigm. The problem is that
the different theoretical approaches adopted by
researchers lead to inconsistencies in stakeholder
identification [5]. Nevetheless, HEIs are required to
clearly indentify key stakeholders, to address their needs
and manage respective stakeholder relationships to be
connected to wider communities [13]. The relative
importance of different stakeholders depending upon
three factors that have direct, partial or indirect influence
on student recruitment and satisfaction, on university’s
policies and strategies, and on university’s income [28].
Therefore, an applicable process of Sl in HEIs includes: 1)
identifying of key stakeholders and their importance to
the institutions; 2) determining expectations of these
stakeholders and 3) establishing relationships with these
stakeholders to satisfy their expectations [29]. However,
stakeholders are not the same for all HEIs [5].
Furthermore, no SR paradigm can fix to all contexts [30].
Little attention has been paid to stakeholder identification
in the centralised economies [31]. Thus, further
investigation is needed to provide empirical insights to SI
in such contexts.

In the socialist countries, such as Vietnam, universities
play solely marginal roles and certainly need to accept
certain changes [32]. These crucial changes include the
improvement of curricula to the need of stakeholders and
the successful communication with all relevant
stakeholders. In hard conditions of the transition of
developing economies, universities have to understand
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the role of their stakeholder, identify their primary
stakeholder and use appropriate strategies to maintain
relationships with these stakeholders [32].

In Vietnam, as a centralised economy, the notion of
privatization in HE is at odds with socialist ideology [8]
and cultural beliefs place higher value on public HEIs [6].
Such ideology and beliefs create difficulties for VPHEIs
to compete against the public universities. Especially, the
regulatory system for VPHEIs is insufficient and
inappropriate due to the old ways of thinking of the
policy makers [33]. Consequently, the pervasive
prejudice of VPHEIs as second rate and low quality HE
service provider influence their ability to compete against
public universities [34]. Thus, VPHEIs need to
incorporate resources from multiple stakeholders to
enhance their competitiveness. However, studies on
stakeholder identification in VPHEISs are scarce.

This study argued that a VPHEI, as a complex
organization, needs to effectively identify key
stakeholders on whom it is dependent for survival to
obtain its competitiveness. The hypothesises are: 1) a
clear stakeholder network relating to the challenging
issues of VPHEIs needs to be identified and 2) VPHEIs,
with limited resources, need to focus on its most strategic
stakeholders who possesses values and resources to
resolve the challenging issues facing the institutions. This
study examined the practice of stakeholder identification
in VPHEISs, focused on what types of values and shared
goals to generate what degree of importance of each
stakeholder to VPHEIs. The key research question is:
How do VPHEIs manage relationships with stakeholders?

I1l. RESEARCH METHODS

This study was implemented in Ho Chi Minh City,
Vietnam where the majority of VPHEIs are located. A
qualitative approach was used to answer “how” question
[35], [36]. This approach empowered VPHEIs
management to share their experiences and perceptions
and allowed the researcher’s direct participation to
discover the socio-cultural aspects of stakeholder
identification, rather than to rely on philosophical
assumptions based on the literature.

Two data collection methods, in-depth semi-structured
interviews and participant observations were employed.
Interviews were conducted with key informants who have
direct experience with stakeholder identification, namely
the decision-makers such as principals or presidents,
Public Relations or Communication managers in VPHEIs.
The high school principals, the MOET officers, business
employers and the media reporters were also interviewed.

The participants were recruited based on the short list
of VPHEIs listed in the websites of the Ministry of
Education and Training (www.moet.gov.vn) and the non-
public University ~ Associations in  Vietnam
(www.giaoduc.net.vn). Using contact information (email
and telephone numbers provided in the websites),
invitation emails were sent to the targeted informants.

The semi-structured interviews were followed the
responsive interviewing model [37] which includes main
questions, probes and follow-up questions. The questions
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were modified in accordance with the actual responses of
the informants. Participants were asked about the practice
of RM in their universities. Twenty-three interviews took
place from 29 November 2013 to 27 January 2014 in
Vietnam at the venues agreed with the participants. Each
interview lasted about 45-60 minutes and is fully
recorded then transcribed and translated into English
before analysis.

The interviews in the particular context of Vietnam
with a centralized communist national government, where
free speech is restricted due to the rigid information
regulating system [38], might not reveal all the covert
insights of the participants’ thoughts and perceptions.
Thus, to allow for this, observations, as a form of data
collection to construct the meaning through the
witnessing of daily incidents and events within the
natural context of studied subjects [39], provide a richer
understanding in this context. A direct, non-participant
method of observation was used to better understand
stakeholder identifications in VPHEIs without relying on
prior conceptualization and to capture insights that
participants would be unwilling to reveal in interviews.
During 40 hours of observations, | took a part in daily
activities, interactions and events of the studied subjects,
the stakeholders of VPHEIs, by attending management
meetings, events and activities at the VPHEIs. During the
meetings or events, | observed how various stakeholders,
such as lecturers, staff, school leavers and parents,
communicate and interact to capture relevant insights into
the levels of important of each stakeholder group in
VPHEIs. Data from observations allowed triangulation
with data from interviews to enhance the reliability of this
study.

IV. PERSONAL INFLUENCE ON STAKEHOLDER
IDENTIFICATION

All of the data shows that the practice of stakeholder
identification in VPHEIs is significantly influenced by
interpersonal relationships. The institutional approach to
Sl is influenced by the personal perspective of the
leaderships.  Interpersonal  relationships  between
managers of VPHEIs and individual stakeholders are
crucial in the implementation of SI.

A. Personal Perspective of the Leaders Influence
Institutional Approach to Stakeholder Identification

A key finding is that VPHEIs management is aware of
a wider range of stakeholders and understand the
expectations of all stakeholders to the institutions.
However, they do not manage relationships with all
identifiable stakeholders and only focus on certain
stakeholders in relations to the issues that face the
institutions. The interviews with the management staff of
three different VPHEIs indicated that the perspective of
the leadership toward the issues that face their institutions
influence the practice of Sl differently among the
VPHEIs. For example, the leaders of one university the
focus on quality of education and in its management
identify and manage relationships with stakeholders who
have capability to influence quality of education, such as
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academic and business partners. In contrast, the leaders of
another university focus on student recruitment, thus its
management prioritize relationships with stakeholders
who are believed to influence student recruitment. This
finding support the argument of the issue-network
approach to SI that managers likely to determine
relationships with relevant stakeholders of the specific
issue [24]. This approach to Sl emphasizes that
interactions with stakeholders are more personal in the
issue-network relationships [23]. The observations also
indicates a high personal involvement of the managers in
the interpersonal interactions with individual stakeholders.
That is, VPHEIs manage interpersonal relationships with
individual stakeholders rather than simply categorize and
manage relationships with groups of stakeholder.
Therefore, this paper suggests that an issue-network
approach might be applicable for Sl in VPHEIs.

There is a clear evidence that the VPHEIs focus on
relationships with certain stakeholders while neglect or
ignore the others. All of the data indicated that student
recruitment is a key concern that influences the
institutions focus on relationships with stakeholders who
have ability to directly influence student recruitment,
such as feeder high school management, potential
students and parents. However, other critical stakeholders,
such as current students and alumni who also influence
student recruitment are frequently neglected or ignored
by the respondents. For example, most of interviewers
mentioned potential students and parent as key
“customers” or “payer” first while listing who matters to
the institutions. However, all of the interviewers only
mentioned to alumni as stakeholders when asked. This
finding support previous literature that HEIs are still
unable to identify all key stakeholders and effectively
manage stakeholder relationships [5]. Scholars studying
stakeholders in HEIs state that a university needs to
employ internal actors to proactively leverage the
opportunities offered by various stakeholders [29]. This
study also suggests that a comprehensive SI framework
that balances relationships with all relevant stakeholders
is needed for VPHEIs. Using interpersonal relationships,
VPHEIs management should expand a wider network of
stakeholder relationships. Such networks should include
the currently ignored or neglected stakeholders including
current students, alumni, businesses, academic partners,
the MOET and other socio-political stakeholders such as
the media, local communities and authorities.

B. Interpersonal Relationships are Crucial in Forming

and Nurturing Stakeholder Relationships

The data also indicate that stakeholder relationships are
formed and developed based on pre-existing interpersonal
relationships. For example, a VPHEI’s Principal
emphasized that, “pre-existing interpersonal relationships
are very important in relationships formation”. The
participants discussed the cultural factors of Vietnam
such as the Confucius ideology, the social connections
among individuals such as family ties and friendships
influence stakeholder relationships in VPHEIs. For
example, one Communication Manager of a VPHEIs
emphasized that: “cultural factors that respect the
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diploma, which originates from Confucian ideology that
influence the building of image and also the public's trust
and communications activities.” Consequently, Word of
Mouth (WOM) influence generated from interpersonal
interactions and communication significantly affects Sl in
VPHEIs. The interviewees believed that the WOM
influence the formation and management of stakeholder
relationship more vigorously than any other formal
communication tools. For example, a President of a
University said that, “Vietnam is a country where it
seems to be that word of mouth is much, much more
important than glossy brochures.” This finding supports
scholarship of relationship management in Asian cultures
that trust-based relationships between an organization and
its stakeholders are established and enhanced through
WOM influence among individual stakeholders [40]-[43].
The current study argues that VPHEIs need to manage
interpersonal relationships with individual stakeholders
rather than simply categorize groups of stakeholders.

All of the data indicated that interpersonal
relationships are important as a key relational strategy to
implement other relational strategies. The exchange of
favour in interpersonal relationships are wused as
precedents to three other key relational strategies namely,
openness, sharing of tasks for stakeholder engagement
and assurance by satisfying stakeholder expectations. For
example, the interviewers indicated that their university
employ the PR staff who have his/her own set of
interpersonal relationships with the representatives of the
authorities such as the MOET and with the media
reporters. The observation showed that VPHEIs use
interpersonal relationships to build relationships with
business partners and with representatives of feeder high
schools. The interviewed VPHEIs’ management
explained that they use gifts as "lubricant” for the
interpersonal relationships. Clearly, the practice of gift-
giving, as a rule of reciprocity for favour exchange, is
important in nurturing stakeholder relationships in
VPHEIs. The cultural practice of gift-giving (both
monetary and non-monetary) and “envelope culture” are
used as a key strategy to build and nurture such
relationships. As a result, these stakeholders support
VPHEIs as the returning of the owed favours. This
finding is consistent with other studies of organization-
stakeholder  relationships in  Confucian-influenced
contexts in pointing to the exchange of favour (renging)
and keeping-face (mianzi) as key relational strategies [41],
[40]. However, some interviewees mentioned the
negative aspects of this practice such as the bribe and
corruption. Such aspects might undermine and detort the
nature of stakeholder relationships since stakeholders are
involuntarily engaged into relationships for favour
exchange and face protections. Such cultural practice also
create negative perceptions of VPHEIs that use monetary
favours as bribery to obtain favourable support from the

! As common practice in Vietnam, after the events, the reporters and/or
representative of authorities and invited guests receive a "thank you"
envelope with cash, from VND 500,000-1,000,000 VND (AUD 25-50)
depending on the budget of the events.
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MOET and authorities to operate without meeting
standard requirements.

Interpersonal interactions and communication, such as
dialogue and face-to-face meetings are used to nurture
institution-stakeholder relationships. All data indicated
that to compete with the prestigious Vietnamese public
universities, VPHEIs need to demonstrate integrity, to
engage with stakeholders and to ensure their capacity to
satisfy stakeholder expectations. To do so, VPHEIls
employ interpersonal interactions and communication to
share information with stakeholders, to engage individual
stakeholders in the institutional activities and to
demonstrate that university offerings match stakeholder
expectations. For example, a VPHEI use dialogue and
face-to-face as an "open system" to create conditions for
stakeholders to obtain and exchange information about
the institution. The Communication Manager of this
VPHEIs said in such interaction students and other
stakeholders can “voice it if they have some issues". This
finding supports scholarship in relationship management
that all relationships have a personal dimension that is
based on social networking and interactions with other
individuals [44], [45]. It also consolidates a view within
scholarship that relationships in Vietnam is understood as
quan hé (or social connections) to improve interpersonal
relationships [42]. Thus, this paper argues that
interpersonal relationships might be used to justify the
theoretical framework, such as the issue-network model,
to the specific context of a collective culture in Vietham.

V. CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this study is to provide empirical
insights of Sl in VPHEIs to the theory of SI. Drawing on
literature of SI, an applicable process of Sl requires a
clear identification of key stakeholders and their
expectations to implement appropriate relational
strategies to build and maintain stakeholder relationships.
This study shows that in VPHEIs, interpersonal
relationships influence Sl rather than the understanding
and application of Sl theory. The practice of Sl in
VPHEIs is based on the interpersonal relationships both
as precedents to form and as a key relational strategy to
nurture stakeholder relationships. Therefore, this paper
argues that VPHEIs management need to build
knowledge and understanding of Sl and use interpersonal
relationships to build and develop stakeholder
relationships based on the issue-network approach to the
practice of Sl.

Although this study suggest initial steps for Sl in
VPHEIs, some caution should be considered while
applying these steps in practice. First, the research
participants were limited in one city and in certain
VPHEIs with visible success. Second, the results relied
on the perceptions of individual participants. Thus, this
study might not provide a generalization for the practice
of Sl in the whole higher education system of Vietnam.
Further research need to focus on the process of Sl in
other less success VPHEIs and in wider contexts to have
a deeper insight of Sl in a transition economy.
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