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Abstract

Self-study is widely positioned as a core mechanism in external quality assurance for
promoting institutional reflection, accountability, and continuous improvement. However,
limited research has examined how self-study is enacted within compulsory quality assurance
(QA) systems in Vietnam and whether it leads to meaningful quality enhancement. This
qualitative multiple-case study investigated self-study in three universities in Vietnam.
Participants included 7 academic leaders, 6 QA members, and 22 academics. Data were
collected through in-depth interviews exploring how self-study was understood, implemented,
experienced, and its perceived contribution to institutional improvement. Findings revealed
that self-study was primarily implemented as a compliance-driven exercise. Factors included
limited QA knowledge, restricted academic participation, concerns about institutional
reputation, and pressure to align with external requirements. In two cases, these conditions
encouraged selective disclosure and the production of more favourable reports. Although the
process contributed to some administrative and organisational improvements, there was
limited evidence of substantive improvement in teaching and learning quality. The study argues
that self-study does not automatically function as a developmental quality mechanism. lIts
effectiveness depends on how its purposes are understood, how safely weaknesses can be
disclosed, and how far institutions are supported to use self-study for genuine improvement
rather than symbolic compliance. A clearer purpose for self-study reports is needed to minimise
the tendency toward ‘“beautiful reports,” ritualism, and tokenism, which waste time and
resources while distorting authentic reflection. These findings have implications for the design
of external QA in Vietnam and similar contexts where accountability pressures may undermine
honest self-evaluation.
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INTRODUCTION

Self-study is widely regarded as a foundational component of external quality assurance (EQA) in
higher education because it is expected to promote institutional reflection, identify weaknesses,
and support continuous improvement (Hodson & Thomas, 2003; Sin et al., 2017). As a central
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stage in accreditation processes, self-study is intended to enable institutions to critically evaluate
their own practices and generate evidence for both internal improvement and external
accountability. However, these expected benefits cannot be taken for granted. Empirical research
has shown that quality assurance (QA) mechanisms often produce changes in formal structures,
procedures, and documentation without necessarily leading to substantive improvements in
academic quality (Sin et al., 2017).

A key reason for this gap lies in the enduring tension between improvement and accountability
within QA systems (Hodson & Thomas, 2003). When QA is externally mandated and closely tied
to evaluation, ranking, or resource allocation, institutions may prioritise compliance with standards
over genuine self-reflection. In such contexts, self-study may function less as a developmental
process than as a compliance exercise, where institutions seek to demonstrate conformity rather
than critically examine their weaknesses (Teelken, 2012). Under these conditions, academic staff
may respond through symbolic compliance, professional pragmatism, or disengagement, rather
than meaningful participation in quality improvement processes (Teelken, 2012).

This tension is particularly salient in developing higher education systems where QA has expanded
rapidly through policy-driven reforms. In Vietnam, the introduction and institutionalisation of
quality assurance and accreditation (QAA) have been strongly shaped by national initiatives led
by the Ministry of Education and Training (MoET), with support from international organisations
such as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank. These reforms have contributed to the
widespread adoption of self-study as part of accreditation processes across higher education
institutions (Madden, 2014). However, broader governance and implementation challenges
continue to influence how QA is enacted in practice, including limited institutional capacity,
uneven understanding of QA concepts, and the persistence of hierarchical organisational cultures
(Dao, 2015). As a result, questions remain about whether QA processes in Vietnam generate
substantive institutional improvement or primarily produce formal conformity to national
requirements (Misra & Stensaker, 2024).

Although previous studies have examined the development of QA policies and systems in Vietnam
(Pham & Nguyen, 2019), impacts of QA on curriculum design (Pham et al., 2022), limited effects
of EQA on internal QA (IQA) (Pham, 2019), or the role of AUN-QA on quality improvements
(Pham & Nguyen, 2024), limited research has explored how self-study is actually understood,
enacted, and experienced by those directly involved in the process, as suggested by Miranda
(2025). In particular, there is a lack of empirical evidence on how academic leaders, QA staff, and
academic staff perceive the purposes of self-study, how organisational and cultural conditions
shape its implementation, and to what extent it contributes to meaningful quality improvement
within institutions. Miranda (2025), in a review study, recommended that further studies could
examine how staff experience the accreditation process among tensions between compliance and
quality improvement.

This study addresses this gap by examining self-study practices in three Vietnamese higher
education institutions. Drawing on document analysis and in-depth interviews with academic
leaders, QA staff, and academic staff, the study investigates how self-study was implemented and
explores its perceived contribution to quality improvement. Therefore, it seeks to collect data to
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answer a research question: “How was self-study implemented in three Vietnamese higher
education institutions, and to what extent did it contribute to quality improvement?

By doing so, the study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, it provides qualitative
evidence on how self-study operates within a compulsory EQA context in a developing higher
education system. Second, it identifies key organisational and cultural factors that shape the
enactment of self-study in practice. Third, it shows that self-study may generate limited
administrative and procedural improvements while falling short of producing broader academic
quality enhancement, thereby highlighting the conditions under which self-study becomes a form
of symbolic compliance rather than a genuinely developmental process.

SELF-STUDY AND PURPOSES OF SELF-STUDY
Self-Study As a Core Mechanism in EQA

Self-study is widely recognised as a central component of EQA systems in higher education.
Within accreditation and audit processes, it typically constitutes the first stage through which
institutions evaluate their own performance against externally defined standards before undergoing
peer review and external judgement (Vlasceanu et al., 2004). In this sense, self-study serves both
as a preparatory exercise for external evaluation and as an internal process of institutional
reflection.

Conceptually, self-study, often used interchangeably with self-evaluation or self-assessment,
refers to the systematic and critical review of an institution’s own activities, including its academic
programmes, organisational structures, and quality management processes (Harvey, n.d). The
Council for Higher Education Accreditation defines self-study as an internally conducted
evaluation based on external standards, typically undertaken in preparation for an external review
(Council for Higher Education Accreditation, 2001). Similarly, the EQUIPE project
conceptualises self-assessment as a fundamental element of evaluation, through which institutions
define their objectives, analyse their activities, identify weaknesses, and propose solutions
(EQUIPE Project, 2004).

Across different national contexts, self-study has been positioned as a key mechanism for
enhancing institutional self-knowledge and fostering continuous improvement (Kolomitro et al.,
2022; Lackner, 2024; Pham et al., 2022). It is expected to promote reflective practice, encourage
evidence-based decision-making, and support the alignment of institutional activities with
strategic goals. Empirical research also suggests that self-study can stimulate organisational
learning and contribute to the development of internal QA systems, particularly when institutions
actively engage academic staff in reflective processes (Sin et al., 2017; Stensaker, 2008).

However, the effectiveness of self-study as a developmental mechanism depends heavily on how
it is understood and enacted within specific institutional and policy contexts. While formal models
of EQA assume that self-study naturally leads to reflection and improvement, studies have shown
that its actual implementation varies considerably, raising questions about whether it consistently
fulfils its intended purposes (Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Hodson & Thomas, 2003; Stensaker, 2008).
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The Dual Purposes of Self-Study: Accountability and Improvement

A central theme in the literature is that self-study serves two interrelated but potentially conflicting
purposes: accountability and improvement. On the one hand, self-study provides evidence for
external stakeholders, such as accrediting bodies and governments, regarding the quality of
institutional performance. On the other hand, it is intended to support internal reflection and
continuous enhancement (Brennan et al., 1997; Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Pham et al., 2022).

This dual function is widely acknowledged in QA research. Brennan et al. (1997) argue that self-
assessment enables institutions to identify strengths and weaknesses, thereby supporting both
accountability to external stakeholders and internal quality improvement. Similarly, Harvey
(2002b) emphasises that self-evaluation, when conducted in an appropriate context, can encourage
fundamental reviews of institutional objectives and practices. These perspectives position self-
study as a bridge between external evaluation and internal development.

Nevertheless, the coexistence of accountability and improvement creates inherent tensions
(Miranda, 2025). When self-study is closely tied to high-stakes external evaluation, institutions
may become reluctant to disclose weaknesses, particularly if negative findings could affect their
reputation, funding, or enrolment (Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Harvey, 2002a; Kis, 2005).

Under such conditions, the developmental purpose of self-study may be undermined, as
institutions prioritise presenting favourable accounts over engaging in critical self-reflection. This
is what Harvey (2002a) calls the risk of two sets of books. In other publications, Harvey and
Newton also caution that externally imposed self-assessment may lead to bureaucratic, paper-
driven processes that prioritise documentation over genuine evaluation (Harvey, 2024; Harvey &
Newton, 2004).

These dynamics are often described in terms of ritualism, tokenism, or symbolic compliance,
where formal adherence to QA requirements does not necessarily reflect substantive change
(Chikazinga, 2025; Stensaker, 2008; Van Kemenade & Hardjono, 2010).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

Research on organisational responses to external regulation suggests that actors’ behaviour is
shaped by the need to balance technical demands with pressures for legitimacy. Within higher
education, QA systems institutionalise expectations for accountability and improvement, yet these
expectations are not always internalised uniformly across organisations (Chikazinga, 2025;
Hodson & Thomas, 2003).

From institutional theory and professional theory, prior studies indicate that responses to QA
reforms tend to cluster into three broad patterns. Teelken (2012) theorised three strategy patterns
explaining how academics often respond to managerial and QA demands through strategies:
symbolic compliance, professional pragmatism, and formal instrumentality. First, formal
instrumentality reflects procedural compliance, where QA is enacted as a routine set of required
practices. Second, professional pragmatism captures strategic and negotiated engagement, in
which actors selectively adapt to QA demands while managing constraints such as workload, risk,
and competing priorities. Third, symbolic compliance refers to performative adherence, where
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documentation and reporting signal conformity without corresponding changes in underlying
practices (Chikazinga, 2025; Teelken, 2012). These responses reflect a tendency to comply with
external requirements while minimising disruption to core academic activities.

These three conceptual perspectives suggest that engagement with QA is not a binary of
compliance versus resistance, but a spectrum of contextually shaped organisational behaviours,
which may help explain variation in how self-study is enacted and the extent to which it contributes
to quality improvement.

This study draws on these conceptual categories to interpret how self-study is enacted in higher
education under EQA pressures. While QA is designed to promote reflection and improvement,
organisations may prioritise formal conformity to secure legitimacy (Chikazinga, 2025; Hodson
& Thomas, 2003). Building on this, university actors’ responses to QA reforms can be understood
as falling into these three broad patterns. These response types highlight that participation in QA
does not necessarily imply genuine commitment to quality improvement, but rather reflects
contextually shaped organisational behaviour.

Importantly, the effectiveness of self-study is shaped not only by policy design but also by
organisational and cultural conditions. Limited understanding of quality assurance concepts
among academic staff leads to ambiguity, lack of ownership, and ultimately superficial
participation in self-evaluation processes (Harvey & Green, 1993; Newton, 2002; Pham, 2019).
Heavy workload and competing academic priorities reduce faculty motivation and result in
compliance-driven rather than meaningful engagement in QA activities (Do et al., 2017; Newton,
2000; Pham & Nguyen, 2024; Stensaker, 2008). Without broad-based participation, self-study
risks being confined to small administrative units, limiting its capacity to influence institutional
practices.

THE CASE OF VIETNAM

The challenges associated with self-study are particularly pronounced in developing and
transitional higher education systems, where QA mechanisms are often introduced through top-
down policy reforms. In such contexts, institutions may have limited experience with QA, and the
rapid expansion of accreditation systems can create pressures to comply with external
requirements without fully internalising their underlying purposes (Madden, 2014).

In Vietnam, QAA has been developed as part of broader higher education reforms led by MoET.
As a result, self-study is a core component of accreditation processes (Madden, 2014; Pham &
Nguyen, 2019). However, studies have highlighted persistent challenges related to governance,
institutional capacity, and the implementation of QA practices (Dao, 2015; Pham, 2019).

Cultural factors also play an important role in shaping how self-study is enacted. In contexts
influenced by Confucian traditions, concerns about face-saving, hierarchical relationships, and the
avoidance of public criticism may limit the willingness of institutions and individuals to disclose
weaknesses (Nguyen & Mclnnis, 2002; Nguyen, 2017). This can contribute to a preference for
presenting positive institutional images, particularly in externally visible processes such as
accreditation.
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As a result, self-study in Vietnam may be influenced by a combination of policy-driven
accountability pressures and cultural norms that discourage open critique. Misra and Stensaker
(2024) argue that the balance between control and legitimacy is critical in higher education policy
implementation, and that excessive emphasis on control may lead to formal compliance rather than
genuine institutional engagement. This insight is particularly relevant in contexts where QA
systems are still evolving and where institutional autonomy remains constrained.

Despite the rapid expansion of QA in Vietnam, there remains limited empirical research on how
self-study is experienced by those directly involved in the process and how it contributes to
institutional improvement.

METHODOLOGY

Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative multiple-case study design to examine how self-study was
implemented and experienced in three higher education institutions in Vietnam. A qualitative
approach was appropriate given the exploratory nature of the research and its focus on
understanding participants’ perspectives, meanings, and interpretations of self-study practices
within their institutional contexts.

The study was informed by an interpretivist epistemology, which assumes that organisational
practices such as QA are socially constructed and understood differently by various actors
(Creswell & Poth, 2016). In this regard, self-study was not treated as a fixed technical process but
as a situated practice shaped by institutional, organisational, and cultural conditions.

A multiple-case study design was employed to allow for in-depth exploration within each
institution and cross-case comparison across different contexts (Yin, 2009). Each university was
treated as an individual case, while the comparison across cases enabled the identification of
common patterns and contextual variations in the implementation of self-study (Stake, 1995). This
design is particularly suitable for examining complex organisational processes such as QA, where
context plays a critical role in shaping practice. This paper reports part of a study leading to a
doctoral thesis.

Selections of Participants

The study was conducted in three higher education institutions (hereafter referred to as University
1, University 2, and University 3) located in Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam. The institutions were
selected purposively to capture variation in their experience with QA and accreditation, as well as
their organisational arrangements for self-study. They represent three types of universities: mature,
evolving, and embryonic (Hopkin, 2004). All three institutions had engaged in self-study as part
of the national QAA requirements issued by the MoET.

Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure representation from key stakeholder
groups involved in or affected by self-study processes. These included academic leaders, QA staff,
and academic staff. The inclusion of multiple stakeholder groups enabled the study to capture
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diverse perspectives on how self-study was understood, implemented, and experienced across
institutions.

Table 1. Participants by University and Role

Role University 1 University 2 University 3
Academic leaders 2 3 2
QA staff 3 1 2
Academic staff 9 8 6

Note. Academic leaders at University 1 included the dean and the head of the Educational Testing and Quality Control Office.
Academic leaders at University 2 included the dean, the head of the Business English Division, and the deputy head of Educational
Testing Services. Academic leaders at University 3 included the head of the Business English Division and the director of the
Centre for Education Assessment and Accreditation.

A total of 35 participants took part in the study, including 7 academic leaders, 6 QA staff members,
and 22 academic staff across the three institutions. Table 1 summarises the distribution of
participants by role and institution. Academic leaders included deans, heads of divisions, and
directors of QA-related units. QA staff were responsible for coordinating self-study and
accreditation activities, while academic staff were involved to varying degrees in teaching,
research, and, in some cases, self-study activities.

Interviews

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants from the three stakeholder
groups. The interviews aimed to explore participants’ understanding of self-study, their
experiences of participating in self-study processes, and their perceptions of its impact on
institutional quality.

Interviews were conducted in two stages of fieldwork. The first stage involved data collection at
University 1 over a two-month period. The second stage involved data collection at Universities 2
and 3 over approximately three months. Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and was
conducted in Vietnamese. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded and later
transcribed for analysis.

The interview protocol included open-ended questions covering topics such as participants’ roles
in self-study, their understanding of its purpose, challenges encountered during implementation,
and perceived outcomes. The semi-structured format allowed flexibility to probe emerging issues
and capture context-specific insights.

Data Analysis

Data analysis followed an iterative and inductive process, informed by strategies proposed by Yin
(2009) and thematic analysis approaches commonly used in qualitative research. First, all
interview transcripts and documents were read multiple times to achieve familiarity with the data.
Initial codes were then generated to capture key concepts and patterns related to the
implementation and impact of self-study. Coding was conducted manually, with attention to both
anticipated themes derived from the literature and emergent themes arising from the data. Second,
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codes were grouped into broader categories and themes through a process of constant comparison
within and across cases. This stage involved identifying similarities and differences in the
enactment of self-study across the three institutions. Case descriptions were developed to provide
a detailed account of each institution’s practices, followed by cross-case analysis to identify
recurring patterns and explanatory factors (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). Third, rival explanations were
considered to enhance analytical rigor. Competing interpretations of the data were examined, and
evidence was sought to support or challenge emerging findings. This process helped to refine the
analysis and ensure that conclusions were grounded in the data rather than driven by prior
assumptions. The final stage involved synthesising the findings into key themes that reflected both
within-case insights and cross-case patterns, forming the basis for the discussion of how self-study
was implemented and its impact on quality improvement.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained in accordance with institutional research guidelines at
the institution where this research was conducted, leading to a doctoral thesis. Participation in the
study was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all participants before data
collection. Participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and pseudonyms were used
to protect the identity of the institutions and individuals. All interview data were securely stored,
and access was restricted to the researcher. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw
from the study at any stage without any negative consequences.

FINDINGS

The findings indicate that self-study in the three institutions was implemented primarily as a
response to national QAA requirements rather than as an internally driven process of institutional
reflection. Across the three cases, five major themes emerged: (1) self-study as part of QAA
process, (2) limited participation and uneven understanding of self-study, (3) tensions between
honest reporting and the production of a “beautiful report,” (4) restricted circulation and weak
institutional learning from self-study reports, and (5) limited but identifiable organisational
improvements, particularly in archiving and research-related practices.

Self-Study As Part of QAA Process

Across all three institutions, self-study was described primarily as an activity undertaken in
response to requirements from the MoET. At University 1, self-study was linked to the Vietnamese
government policy, promulgating the regulation on criteria to self-assess the quality of universities.
One QA said:

The first activity was the 2002-2007 institutional self-study report. This is what my
university did to respond to Decision No. 65/2007/QD-BGDDT, the regulation of criteria
to self-assess the quality of universities. (QAA2)

He explained that the entire process of QAA involved (a) self-assessment from individual
universities, (b) peer review, and (c) external accreditation by the government. This was seen as a
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must-do QA activity. One QA member explained that the university would not have been
accredited until it was ready and formally registered to do so (QAA2).

Similarly, at University 2, the university established a committee to self-assess the institution
against a set of standards predefined by the government, and the committee was disbanded after
completion of the report. At University 3, the first institutional self-study process conducted in
2009 was also reported as a significant response to the MoET’s requirement. One QA said,

Vietnamese universities did not have to do this before; it is something new... has just been
introduced by the MoET. Our university was a beneficiary of some projects to pilot this new
regulation. (QACI)

One participant at University C was an expert in this aspect, sharing that,

Compliance with the national policies and regulations was believed to be a feasible
measure to improve quality. (QAC3)

She elaborated that because of the absence of compliance (as distinct from coping strategies) with
national policies, regulations, decrees, and documents, higher education in Vietnam was struggling
to address the quality issues of the education system. As she said,

No new policy works if current ones are not observed and well implemented. (QAC3)
Limited Participation and Uneven Understanding of Self-Study

A second strong pattern across the cases was the limited engagement of academic staff in the self-
study process and the uneven understanding of QAA among those involved. At University 1, all
interviewed academic staff reported limited participation in the self-assessment process. One said,
“quality accreditation, self-study... I have no idea...” (TTAS). Only QA staff members were able
to discuss the self-study report in any detail. One QA member revealed that the report itself was
available only in a few hard copies, and only a few people at the university were able to read and
keep the report.

Discussing the difficulties encountered, one QA member said,

One of the largest challenges is a limited understanding and awareness by staff about the
concept [quality assurance and accreditation] and self-assessment. (QAA3)

Or another viewed the national accreditation as “a messy heap” (QAAL).

The university reportedly took no further action after the report was completed, apart from sending
it to the MoET as required.

At University 2, limited participation was accompanied by uncertainty about the meaning and
scope of QA. The deputy director observed that even senior leaders lacked a clear understanding
of QA and accreditation:
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Even the Board of Rectors, deans, and directors were uncertain of what it [QA and
accreditation] is. They only heard about it. In their view, quality accreditation means
accrediting study programmes and teaching methods rather than a wide range of issues like
this [showing the self-assessment report]. (ALB2)

Although workshops, talks, and seminars had been organised to raise awareness, these efforts
appeared to have limited reach within the wider academic community. One academic staff member
commented:

1 have no idea how it [the committee to self-evaluate the university] works because I’'m not
part of the committee. It only requires the involvement of the leaders of departments. Then,
1 am unsure of what and how it is. (TTB4)

At University 3, a similar pattern was evident. Although the institution had a QA centre in place
for more than five years in 2012 and had participated early in external accreditation activities, none
of the academic staff interviewed discussed the earlier project or the concept of QAA in any depth.
Little information was reportedly shared even among QA members regarding the self-study report
and the result of external accreditation.

Tensions Between Honest Reporting and the Production of a “Beautiful Report”

The most striking finding across the cases concerns the tension between reporting institutional
realities and producing an externally acceptable or “beautiful” report. This tension was present to
varying degrees across the three institutions, but it was especially explicit at Universities 1 and 2.

At University 1, the self-study process was described as difficult partly because those assigned to
write the report struggled between reporting the situation “as it was” and inventing a more
favourable account which concealed the university’s weaknesses. In addition to a limited
understanding of QAA and weak evidence systems, the head of the QA section referred to this as
a “conflict in thought” (QAA4) among those involved in writing the self-study report.

This is similar to findings reported at University 2, a tendency of self-deception and concealment.
The pressure to present a favourable institutional image was more explicit. One QA member
identified a broader pattern of avoidance of self-evaluation among higher education institutions,
including her own institution, and linked this to concern over institutional prestige and the fear of
losing students. She stated:

It is important to look at the reality. An obstacle is that universities avoid this self-
assessment. (QABI)

She further recalled that the rector became angry with the self-assessment committee for revealing
the university’s shortcomings in the report, because a low ranking or negative judgement was
believed to have consequences for enrolment quota and government funding. As a result, the
university was said to have produced a different report:

10
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Many of us know that for some criteria, we do not have evidence, but we still admit that we
did... I think we need to accept the reality. We should not think that everything is fine with
such a careless and irresponsible report. The reality is far different... The problem is that
HEIs do not dare to admit that they are “bad”. In general, everyone wants to be good.
(QABI)

The making up of evidence for a favourable report was also reflected in the use of an online student
survey conducted in 2011. Three participants described the survey as being designed primarily to
provide the MoET with the required evidence that student feedback had been collected. As one
QA member put it:

As I can see, it [the survey] is for nothing except a kind of evidence; I mean, we [the
university] have to design such a survey since the MoET requires us to do so. (QABI)

Restricted Circulation of Self-Study Reports and Weak Institutional Learning

Another consistent pattern was that self-study reports were not widely shared within the
institutions. At University 1, only a few people had access to the report, which existed in five hard
copies. Academic staff had very limited opportunity to read or discuss it, and no broader follow-
up actions were reported beyond submission to the MoET.

At University 3, little information was shared about the self-study report and the result of external
accreditation, even among QA members. More broadly, across the three universities, the reports
appeared to be accessible only to a small number of staff. This restricted circulation limited the
potential of self-study to stimulate institution-wide reflection or collective learning.

The limited dissemination of reports appears to have been linked, at least in part, to their sensitive
nature. Where the reports pointed to institutional shortcomings and recommendations for
improvement, they were treated as confidential documents. In the case of University 2, the
existence of a more favourable external version of the report further reduced the likelihood that
the self-study process would serve as a transparent basis for internal discussion. As a result, even
when weaknesses were identified, self-study did not consistently generate open institutional
dialogue about improvement priorities

Limited But Identifiable Organisational Improvements

Despite these limitations, the findings also indicate that self-study was not entirely without effect,
which is evident at University 2. At University 2, the self-assessment report was believed to help
identify areas requiring improvement, especially research and the archival system. Participants
reported a noticeable change in research activity following the introduction of a new policy after
the self-study process. The report also highlighted the need for a better archiving system, which
was seen as contributing gradually to a stronger culture of evidence. As one QA member explained:

1t looks like the university document system will be better filed, then they will have a system
of evidence such as evidence that 80 percent of students are employed. (QAB1)

11
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Some QA participants also believed that the national accreditation standards could help the
university develop an internal QA system. One participant stated:

I mean, when we grasp the frame of quality accreditation [the MoET'’s standards], and
familiarise ourselves with it, management of training activities at the university would be
...a piece of cake. (QABI)

However, these improvements were accompanied by concerns about duplication and workload.
The QA office was reported to be checking programmes, syllabi, test banks, and academic
qualifications in ways that overlapped with existing departmental quality arrangements. One
academic staff member noted:

Recently, the institution required me to set up a plan to observe academics. I told them we
[the department and her division] did. I don’t see any need to observe them again, but they
said it’s a decision from the board of rectors. Then, I have to do it again. (TTBI)

She concluded:

In sum, some policies by the university frequently increased teachers’ workload for nothing.
(TTB1)

At University 1, by contrast, the findings point to minimal post-report action. Although difficulties
in evidence retrieval and limited understanding were clearly identified, no substantial
improvements were reported after the self-study, other than the completion and submission of the
report itself. So did University C.

DISCUSSION
Self-Study - A Symbolic Compliance

The findings of this study related to how self-studies were enacted show that all three universities
demonstrated some signs of symbolic compliance, which Teelken (2012) describes as a pattern in
which actors present an appearance of enthusiasm for change but engage only at a surface level,
as underlying resistance persists due to the influence of deeply embedded traditional values.

The findings of this study suggest that self-study did not consistently function as a developmental
mechanism for quality improvement across the three institutions. Although self-study is formally
positioned as a process intended to support reflection and enhancement (Vlasceanu et al., 2004).
In practice, it was implemented primarily as a response to external accreditation requirements.
Across all three cases, self-study was initiated in relation to the MoET regulations, organised
through temporary committees or designated units, and oriented towards the completion of a report
for submission rather than sustained internal engagement.

Although the data were collected between 2012 and 2014, the findings remain highly relevant, as

subsequent studies indicate that similar patterns persist in both Vietnamese and international
higher education systems. In Vietnam, quality assurance has continued to be largely compliance-

12
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driven, with institutional activities frequently oriented toward meeting accreditation requirements
rather than fostering continuous improvement (Chikazinga, 2025; Do et al., 2017). More recent
empirical research further shows that, despite the establishment of IQA structures, institutions
often do not systematically use self-evaluation outcomes to enhance educational quality,
suggesting a limited impact (Pham et al., 2022). At a broader level, international literature also
highlights the persistence of this phenomenon, where QA processes are implemented as formal
procedures for accountability rather than as genuine mechanisms for institutional learning and
improvement, reinforcing the durability of such patterns over time. From a neo-institutional
perspective, QA systems are often adopted in response to external pressures for legitimacy,
resulting in formal compliance and isomorphic practices rather than genuine internal improvement
(Guil Gorostidi & Rubio-Arostegui, 2026; Pham, 2019). Similarly, more recent quantitative
research shows that the implementation of QA practices is frequently driven by external
accountability demands, reinforcing a compliance-oriented approach (Serrano et al., 2026).

This study also found restricted access to self-study reports, which is also mirrored in the literature,
often linked to an institutional culture of fear regarding reputation and funding. Research has
highlighted the difficulty in accessing QA-related documents from individual universities, as many
institutions do not allow open access to their reports (Aburizaizah, 2022). This practice, sometimes
termed gaming the measures or malicious compliance, occurs because universities fear that
revealing genuine weaknesses in a self-evaluation will lead to financial sanctions or a loss of public
trust, as resources are frequently used to reward existing strengths rather than to combat identified
deficiencies (Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Harvey, 2002a).

Finally, the limited opportunities for broader institutional reporting in this study are indicative of
a compliance culture that prioritises passing accreditation tests over genuine improvement (Do et
al., 2017; Kolomitro et al., 2022). In highly centralised systems, the self-study is often treated as a
top-down implementation where academics and students are expected to act as information
providers rather than active partners or co-participants (Kolomitro et al., 2022; Stensaker, 2008).
This lack of a participative culture stifles the critical dialogue necessary to transform professional
activities, often resulting in a short-term response rather than the permanent cultural changes
intended by QA policies (Aburizaizah, 2022; Harvey, 2002a; Pham et al., 2025). Without a genuine
move toward transformative quality, which focuses on the added value of study programmes in a
student’s life, the self-study remains a marginal administrative exercise with a weak link to the
core academic activities of the institution (Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Harvey, 2002a; Harvey &
Newton, 2007).

One of the most significant findings of this study is the tension between honest self-evaluation and
the production of externally acceptable reports. This finding provides empirical support for
concerns raised in the literature about the risks of selective disclosure in self-assessment processes.
Harvey (2002) describes the possibility of institutions maintaining “two sets of books,” while Kis
(2005) caution that externally imposed self-assessment may encourage bureaucratic and symbolic
forms of compliance. The evidence from this study suggests that such dynamics are not merely
theoretical but can be observed in practice, particularly in contexts where external evaluation is
perceived as high-stakes.
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Importantly, the findings also highlight the role of perceived consequences in shaping reporting
behaviour. Concerns about institutional reputation, enrolment, and funding were identified as key
factors influencing how self-study reports were constructed. In this sense, selective disclosure was
not simply a matter of individual choice but was shaped by broader organisational and policy
environments (Harvey, 2002a).

Institutional and Cultural Conditions - Limited Participation and Understanding of QAA

This tendency can be partially explained by the second theme reported in this study, the self-study
process involved limited participation of academic staff, with uneven understanding of QAA
across the institutions. This reflects the organisational conditions at the three universities. Self-
study was only weakly institutionalised as a shared academic process. Rather than engaging the
wider academic community in collective reflection, the process was often confined to
administrative or managerial actors. This pattern is consistent with previous research showing that
academic engagement is critical to the effectiveness of QA processes (Stensaker, 2008). Research
indicates that while the self-study process should ideally be a communal exercise in discernment,
the reality often sees the burden of the work rest on the shoulders of a few individuals, while for
the majority of the department, the process is almost as if it did not exist for them (Diatta & Blanco,
2024; Kolomitro et al., 2022).

This centralization is often a byproduct of the professionalization of QA, where administrative
systematization creates clearer lines of responsibility but can simultaneously strip individual
academics of their sense of agency, leading to a perception that QA is something done to an
institution rather than a collaborative effort (Harvey, 2002a; Stensaker, 2008). Consequently, the
limited participation identified in this study results in a “paranoia” shift among staff, moving from
initial fear of the process to a cynical belief that the exercise will have no meaningful impact on
their daily academic work (Harvey, 2002a).

The uneven understanding of self-study among staff aligns with findings of a significant
implementation gap between planned policy and ground-level execution. Previous studies have
noted a documented inability of some staff to understand the meaning of quality and a general lack
of understanding regarding self-assessment concepts among university officials (Aburizaizah,
2022). This conceptual confusion is frequently attributed to a focus on managerial orthodoxy rather
than pedagogy; self-study guides often prioritise governance and administrative issues over the
actual substance of teaching and learning (Diatta & Blanco, 2024). When the process is framed in
a checklist fashion, it fails to promote the institutional quality conversations necessary to reflect
on student growth, reducing the exercise to a cold, mechanical review that many academic staff
find irrelevant to their professional identities (Diatta & Blanco, 2024; Stensaker, 2008).

A Few Tangible Organisational Effects
Despite the limitations identified above, the findings indicate that self-study was associated with

some organisational effects, particularly in the areas of archiving, documentation, and research-
related practices at University 2.
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These findings are consistent with previous research suggesting that accreditation processes can
have observable impacts on institutional structures and procedures, even when their effects on core
academic practices are less clear (Pham, 2018; Sin et al., 2017). In this study, self-study appeared
to contribute to the development of what might be described as an infrastructure of QA, including
systems for documentation, evidence, and reporting. This is similar to what was found in another
study within the same country (Pham, 2018).

The scope of these improvements was relatively narrow. There was limited evidence that self-
study led to substantial changes in teaching and learning practices or to broader transformations in
academic culture. In addition, some of the reported changes were associated with increased
workload and duplication of tasks, particularly where new QA activities overlapped with existing
departmental practices (Lemaitre & Karakhanyan, 2020). This disconnect can be understood
through the persistent tension between accountability and improvement within QA systems.
Recent synthesis work by Harvey shows that QA processes continue to be perceived by academics
as having little direct impact on transformation, with compliance-oriented activities often
overshadowing meaningful pedagogical change. As a result, improvements tend to remain
incremental and surface-level, rather than leading to sustained innovation in teaching and learning
(Harvey, 2024). These findings suggest that self-study may have a differentiated impact, with
stronger effects on administrative and procedural aspects of QA than on substantive academic
practices.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how self-study was enacted in three institutions in Vietnam, and how far it
contributed to quality improvement. The findings indicate that self-study did not consistently
function as a developmental mechanism for improving quality. Instead, it was often implemented
as a symbolic compliance shaped by limited QA knowledge, weak academic participation,
concerns about institutional reputation, and fear of exposing weaknesses. Although the process
supported some administrative improvements, particularly in archiving, documentation, and
evidence collection, its contribution to broader academic quality enhancement appeared limited.
The study, therefore, argues that the impact of self-study depends less on its formal inclusion in
an external QA model than on the institutional and cultural conditions under which it is conducted.
Where self-study is perceived primarily as a high-stakes reporting requirement, it is likely to
encourage symbolic compliance rather than honest self-reflection.

This study is limited by its focus on three institutions in one national context and by its reliance
on interviews rather than direct observation of institutional change over time. Future research
could compare self-study practices across different institutional types, examine changes
longitudinally, and investigate how policy design may better balance accountability and
improvement within external QA systems.

AUTHORS’ PERSONAL REFLECTION
As QA experts in the Vietnamese system and authors of this manuscript, below is our reflection

on changes since the data was collected. Although the data for this study were collected between
2012 and 2014, it is important to reflect on how the QA landscape may have evolved since then.
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Over time, there has likely been a gradual improvement in institutional familiarity with QA
processes, alongside increased training and capacity-building efforts for academic staff. These
developments may have contributed to a more structured and systematic implementation of QA at
the institutional level. However, despite these advancements, the fundamental patterns observed
in this study appear to remain relevant. In particular, the enactment of QA continues to exhibit a
strong administrative orientation. While academic staff may now possess a clearer understanding
of QA concepts and procedures, these activities are still frequently implemented as discrete, time-
bound exercises, often linked to external accreditation cycles, rather than as ongoing, embedded
practices within everyday academic work.

From this perspective, the nature of engagement with QA may have shifted in form but not
necessarily in substance. That is, while processes may have become more formalised and
technically refined, they do not always translate into deeper, collaborative efforts aimed at
enhancing students’ learning experiences. Instead, QA activities may still be perceived as
compliance-driven tasks, carried out to satisfy external requirements rather than to foster genuine
reflection and pedagogical transformation. Furthermore, there are indications that the expansion
of QA systems has been accompanied by increased administrative demands on academic staff. In
some cases, this may exacerbate existing challenges by creating duplication of tasks and diverting
attention away from teaching and research. As a result, the potential of QA to function as a
developmental mechanism remains constrained, not due to a lack of awareness or technical
capacity, but because of the way these processes are structured and enacted within institutional
contexts.

This reflection suggests that the limitations identified in the original study are not merely historical
artefacts but may reflect more enduring structural tensions within QA systems. Specifically, the
coexistence of accountability and improvement agendas continues to shape how QA is interpreted
and practiced, often privileging procedural compliance over meaningful educational change.
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