
1    National Higher Education Research Institute (IPPTN)   BULLETIN

21No. 21
June 2013

Introduction

With the continuing emphasis placed on higher education institutions 
in many countries to produce knowledge workers for the next 

generation, there has been a continuous demand to strengthen the provision 
and delivery of higher education systems. This has resulted in an extraordinary 
expansion and intensification of internet use - “between the end of 2000 and 
2008, worldwide internet users increased from 361 million to 1,581 million” 
(Internetworldstats, 2009; cited in Marginson, 2010, p. 23). The expansion of 
higher education in most countries has been characterised by the trends of 
internationalisation (international/intercultural dimension into teaching, 
research and community service) and the growth of market-driven activities 
fuelled by increased demand for higher education worldwide. Today’s 
interconnected global knowledge intensive economy in advancing dynamism 
for the advancement of science and technology has affected the manner in which 
universities view quality concerns in the higher education sector (Kaur, Sirat & 
Tierney, 2010). 

It is also observed that many higher education systems globally operate within 
the backdrop of the following commonalities: massification of higher education 
systems, declining public funding, commercialisation of higher education 
activities and increasing competition among universities on national, regional 
and international levels (Kaur, Sirat & Tierney, 2010). With growing competition 
in the global higher education marketplace, there are clear signs that both 
developed and developing nations are looking at conceptual frameworks for 
comparative analysis of higher education systems in the region in streamlining 
and enabling more effective provision of quality higher education in serving 
global, national and local aims. In some cases, such comparisons encourage the 
possibility of collaboration and knowledge sharing in the domains of governance, 
administration, teaching and learning as well as research, innovation and 
commercialisation activities. Marginson (2010, p. 24) acknowledges the fact that 
today’s rapidly growing knowledge economy has given rise to a “global culture of 
comparison in higher education and research”. Its primary function is to provide 
information about research performance rankings and the secondary function 
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of the comparative data is normative (to create global 
standards and encourage homogeneity). Undoubtedly, 
such comparative and interrelated concerns often take 
into consideration each country’s unique needs and 
histories in addressing access and equity concerns. The 
OECD (2008) states that in today’s globalised contexts, 
knowledge-inflected innovation has become central to 
industry and economic competiveness. In a similar vein, 
Marginson (2010, p. 27) states that “basic research is seen 
as an increasingly important element in policy discussions 
of industry innovation”.

The need to engage in research that compares higher 
education systems of several Asia Pacific countries 
further establishes the significance of this academic field 
of study that examines higher education provision in one 
country (or a group of countries) by using data, insights 
and blueprints drawn and developed from the practices 
and contextual situations in other countries. Arguably, 
programmes and academic courses in different countries 
are not all that dissimilar around the globe and relevant 
studies are regularly published in scholarly journals 
such as Comparative Education, International Review of 
Education, International Journal of Educational Development, 
Comparative Education Review and Current Issues in 
Comparative Education. Many similar research projects are 
increasingly being conducted and supported by UNESCO 
and the national ministries of several countries. 

Objective of the Study

The main objective of the study was to undertake a 
comparative study of four higher education systems 
(namely Malaysia, Australia, Thailand and Vietnam) by 
examining the similarities and differences of each system 
in the following aspects: 

  i. overview of higher education 
 ii. policy development
iii. structure of higher education; and  
iv. internationalisation 

These systems can benefit from a structured study that 
examines similarities and differences in each higher 
education system. For instance, education is Australia’s 
third largest export sector (representing AU$13.7 billion 
industry), just behind coal and iron ore. While Australia’s 
successes in offering quality higher education and 
attracting large numbers of international students to its 
shores are well documented (as a major student-importing 

country attracting six per cent of all international students 
globally), less is known about higher education systems 
in the region. Higher education systems in Southeast 
Asia have been generally under-studied within the 
global context. The rationale for studying the higher 
education systems of Thailand and Vietnam stems from 
the view that these countries are currently viewed as 
emerging contenders of higher education in Southeast 
Asia and they offer a rich array of histories and cultures 
within their multicultural dimension (languages spoken, 
religious groups, economic and political developments). 
In these diverse countries, each government sees 
universities “not merely as institutions of national and 
international prestige but crucially as springboards to 
economic development, in concert with key industries 
such as information technology, engineering and science” 
(Welch, 2010, p. 149). 

Method

The study adopted the approach of commissioning 
papers (from invited authors/research team members 
in Malaysia, Australia, Thailand and Vietnam) as well as 
focused research project meetings with members of the 
research team that provided the following information on 
the selected higher education systems:     

i.  An overview of the higher education system
Introduction of country’s higher education system, 
information on the education, population, general 
demography of higher education, contextualisation 
of higher education (trace historical development), 
description of current (postcolonial) higher education 
system and flow and media roles.

ii.  Higher Education Policies and Reforms (policy development, 
structure of higher education and internationalisation)  
Exploring paths of governance configurations, 
structure and mechanism of policies and reforms in 
the higher education system (provision, regulation 
and ownership of higher education institutions, 
access and equity concerns, quality assurance, 
funding/financing, privatisation, R&D, governance, 
teaching and learning, internationalisation activities, 
community engagement) to facilitate growth in 
the main domains of university functions such 
as teaching-learning, research, development and 
innovation, leadership and community engagement.

The research team held two workshops to hold discussions 
on identifying representatives from the selected Asia 
Pacific countries who presented overviews of their higher 
education systems. A project consultant helped to shape 
the methodological framework that was used in this study 
(incorporating chapter organisation and key questions 
that needed to be answered). The main aspects of the 
framework dealt with the following areas: overview of 
higher education in each country, policy development, 

“...higher education systems 
in Southeast Asia have been 

generally under-studied within 
the global context”. 
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structure of higher education and internationalisation. 
Figure 1 illustrates the methodological approach that was 
employed in this study.

Policy Implications for Malaysia

The findings of this comparative study indicate that 
Malaysia can learn from good models of practice of the 
selected countries. For instance, Malaysia can follow 
Australia in improving media coverage on higher 
education as there is a need to have mechanisms in place 
to educate the public on relevant events, issues and 
initiatives related to higher education. In a similar vein, 
more can be done to effectively develop a support system 
for the differently-abled individuals in the country’s 
higher education institutions, as is the case with higher 
education systems in Australia and to some extent in 
Thailand. In policy terms, a specific higher education 
body can be assigned to prepare sufficient infrastructure 
and provide professional training to relevant personnel 
handling this group of individuals. Australia continues 
to improve its quality assurance mechanisms, which is 
what Malaysia too should do with regards to improving 
its delivery of curriculum while maintaining academic 
autonomy. Specific actions may include administrating 
evaluative research on Malaysian higher education 
quality assurance and setting up a MQA unit that can act 
on complaints swiftly. 

Malaysia can follow Thailand’s model of strengthening 
community engagement of universities by strategically 
aligning community needs with universities’ research & 
development (R&D) activities, which is seen as largely 
lacking at present. Each university can be encouraged 
to have community engagement projects in specific 

geographical locations and in its niche area (comparable 
to Thailand’s “One University One Province” project). 
Such a move might necessitate reinforcing community 
needs in major research grants.

As is the case with a developed higher education 
system such as Australia, Malaysia too needs to take 
steps to synergise the structure of its education system 
(encompassing primary, secondary and tertiary 
education) in order to strengthen mechanisms to ensure 
the harmonious and complementary link of education 
systems across all levels. 

While international student recruitment continues to 
be on the agenda for Australia and Malaysia, there is 
more that needs to be done to attract such students. This 
study’s findings highlight the view that Malaysia needs to 
reconceptualise the term ‘internationalisation’ to include 
the local community’s engagement with the university, 
as is the case with Thailand. Additionally, it should aim 
to increase the quality and number of academics and 
students who can compete internationally and who have 
an ‘international’ profile and ‘global connectivity’ and 
are yet at the same time locally connected and relevant. 
There is a need to also improve the climate and context 
of internationalisation with tangible and non-tangible 
outcomes; e.g., scale up the internationalisation of domestic 
student quality, especially in terms of employability and 
citizenship roles and provide motivation and incentives 
(including awards to institutions for excellence in 
internationalisation efforts). Additionally, in promoting 
internationalisation activities, Malaysia can further 
strengthen human capacity training in CLMV countries 
(Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Vietnam) by 
leveraging on strengths in areas such as English language 

Figure 1: Methodological Approach of Study
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and Science and Technology. Additionally, more can 
be done to indigenise higher education national policy, 
curriculum and practice by building distinctive strengths 
in areas of demand and areas of distinctive strength in 
terms of courses and programmes (cross border models 
and delivery).  

Conclusion

Malaysia needs to strengthen its provision of higher 
education based on the results of this comparative study 
of higher education systems in Australia, Thailand and 
Vietnam in terms of policy development, structure of higher 
education and internationalisation. In addition, there is 
a need to re-examine the definition, implementation and 
operationalisation of internationalisation in terms of its 

coherence with policy, especially the possible disconnection with the lived experience of students and the engagement 
of other stakeholders. Malaysia also needs to strengthen a systemic oversight on internationalisation as well as 
improve communication and coordination between the various stakeholders involved directly with the process of 
internationalisation. 
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Introduction

In Malaysia, international student enrolment is an 
important goal to the country’s higher education, 

the economy, and to the nation’s society in general. 
Since 2001, a flurry of newspaper and magazine articles 
has been published highlighting the decrease in the 
enrollment of international students in the United 
States after the events of September 11, 2001 (Alberts, 
2007). Morshidi (2008) highlighted that the international 
students were reluctant to go to the United States for their 
education. The U.S. government mandated changes in 
the admissions process have contributed to the decrease 
in new enrollment. After 9/11, the growth in numbers 
of international students enrolled in Malaysian higher 
learning institutions has been marked, increasing from 
3,167 in 2003 to 12,411 in 2008. These students come from 
a number of countries. Students from Indonesia (3,631) 
and Iran (3,100) constitute the top two highest number 
of international students in public universities in this 
country (National Higher Education Research Institute, 
Ministry of Higher Education, 2009). There are also a big 
number of students from China (1,583), Yaman (1,374), 
Libya (727), and Arab Saudi (612). The arrival of these 
students at university and college campuses diversifies 
the viewpoints of the student body, enhances cultural 
exchange, and promotes internationalisation of higher 
education in Malaysia (Ambigapathy, 2008; Morshidi, 
2008), and greatly contributes to academia, for instance, 
making visible the need for cross-cultural psychological 
studies. In another study, Morshidi (2008) studied the 
impact of September 11 on international student flow into 
Malaysia.

Gap in Previous Studies

Given this large number of international students, greater 
attention has been directed toward the adjustment of 
students from abroad to Malaysia (Ambigapathy, 2008; 
Moshidi, 2008; Yusliza, 2010; Yusliza & Shankar, 2010). 
Although the number of international students on 
campuses continues to increase, only a limited number 
of recently published studies have examined this 
topic in Malaysia. For instance, a research by National 
Higher Education Research Institute in June 2009, has 
concentrated on issues and problems in attracting 
international students to Malaysia, including dealing 

with such issues as the socialisation of the international 
students, how to deal with the issues and problems faced 
by the international students, and finally suggestions to 
manage and recruit the international students. 

Research on international students’ adjustment has 
resulted in tremendous work examining various factors, 
antecedents, determinants, and outcomes and has led 
the way in the area of multiculturalism on university 
campuses. However, a stronger focus on studies on 
international students is still needed as there is a dearth 
of studies dealing with international students adjusting 
their life psychologically in Malaysia. In the present 
study psychological adjustment refers to the emotional 
expression and is often described as psychological well-
being, depression, stress, mental health concerns, or 
emotional satisfaction and psysical symptoms (Searl & 
Ward, 1990).

A close examination of the literature reveals that although 
self-efficacy and social support are frequently studied in 
international students research (e.g., Sumer et al., 2008), 
research on the same variables were not studied among 
the international undergraduate students population 
in Malaysia. Considering the fact that there is limited 
research on self-efficacy and social support among 
international undergraduate students in Malaysia, the 
main objective of this study is to contribute further to the 
literature by examining the relationship between self-
efficacy and social support and psychological adjustment 
among undergraduate international students. This article 
is part of a larger research project in which several aspects 
of international students’ adjustment were investigated.

Literature Review

Self-Efficacy and Adjustment

The general term self-efficacy refers to “beliefs in one’s 
capabilities to organise and execute the courses of action 
required to manage prospective situations” (Bandura, 
1997, p. 2). According to Bandura (1995), motivation, 
affective states, and actions displayed by humans 
frequently result from what they believe rather than from 
an objective assessment of the situation. In other words, 
perceived causative capabilities are a source of human 
agency and the efficacy theory explains in depth on how 

THE INFLUENCE OF SELF-EFFICACY, SOCIAL 
SUPPORT, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ADJUSTMENT IN 
UNDERGRADUATE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AT 
A PUBLIC UNIVERSITY IN MALAYSIA
Yusliza Mohd Yusoff
Graduate School of Business, Universiti Sains Malaysia
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humans can develop and enhance their efficacy beliefs 
(Bandura, 1995). Bandura believed perceived efficacy to 
be the fundamental basis of human motivation.

Schwarzer (1992) conceptualised general self-efficacy, 
which is concerned with more global and stable personal 
capability to address effectively many stressful situations. 
General self-efficacy is considered a personal resource or 
vulnerability factor that can influence a person’s feelings, 
thoughts, and behaviors. General self-efficacy reflects an 
optimistic self-belief of an individual (Schwarzer, 1992). 
General self-efficacy also tends to help an individual 
facilitate goal setting, effort investment, persistence in 
face of barriers, recovery from setbacks, and emotional 
adaptiveness (Bandura, 1995; Poyrazli, McPherson, 
Arbona, Pisecco, & Nora, 2002; Schwarzer, 1992). During 
the stressful transitional adaptation to a different culture, 
self-efficacy plays a critical role in protecting against 
negative experience and emotion, and health impairment 
(Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995).

This argument leads to the following hypothesis:

H1: Self-efficacy is positively related to psychological 
adjustment.

Social Support and Adjustment

Social support is very helpful to international students 
in adjusting effectively in the host university. DeLongis 
and Holtzman (2005) studied the linkage of personality 
and social supports to certain coping strategies and the 
effectiveness of these coping strategies among patients. 
The study found that level of satisfaction of social 
supports received by the patients will affect their coping 
strategies or behaviours and thus their changes in pain 
severity over time. When this similar situation is applied 
to the newly registered international students, the level 
of social supports received by them might change them 
psychologically over time.

Yusliza (2011) collected and analysed data from 185 
international undergraduate students enrolled in a large 
public university in the Northern region of Malaysia. 
The study discovered that support from friends and 
significant others was positively and significantly 
related to all dimensions of sociocultural adjustments, 
which are cultural empathy, impersonal endeavours, 
and cultural relatedness. However, support from family 
was only positively and significantly related to cultural 
empathy. In another study to examine computer-
mediated communication technologies, perceived social 
support, perceived cultural distance, and socio-cultural 
adjustment among 80 international undergraduate 
students conducted by Yusliza, Ramayah, Nadarajah, 
and Mutia (2011), it was found perceived social support 
was positively related to sociocultural adjustment in 
international students.

Cemalcilar, Falbo, and Stapleton (2005) developed 
five-item perceived social support scale from people at 
home via computer-mediated communication (CMC) to 
measure the positive effect of continuous contact on the 
perceptions of availability of social support among 280 
first-year international students in United States. They 
found that social support affected directly the students’ 
psychological adaptation and indirectly toward their 
academic adaptation.

Therefore, the following hypothese are constructed:

H2: Social support is related to psychological 
adjustment.

H2a: Support from family is positively related to 
psychological adjustment.

H2b: Support from friends and significant others is 
positively related to psychological adjustment.

Participants

Participants were 185 international undergraduate 
students enrolled in a large public university in the 
Northern region of Malaysia. In all, 85 were male (45.9%) 
and 100 were female (54.1%). The students were from a 
variety of different countries (48.1% from China, 14.1% 
from Indonesia, 10.3% from Finland, 7.0% from Canada, 
4.3% from Thailand, 3.2% from France, 2.7 % from Saudi 
Arabia, 2.2 % from Korea, and 8.1% from other countries 
such as Maldives, Nigeria, Singapore, Cambodia, Sudan, 
Iran, and the United States). The average age was 21.2 
years (SD = 1.53) and their average length of stay in 
Malaysia was 16 months (SD = 12.64). More than three 
fourths (98.4%) of the participants were single and 1.6% 
of the participants were married. All faculties were 
represented, with more than half of the students enrolled 
in the School of Management (56.2%).

Results

Multiple Regression Analyses

Multiple regression analysis was conducted to test 
Hypothesis 1 and 2 of this study. Specifically, these 
hypotheses are on the effects of self-efficacy and the 
two dimensions of social support on psychological 
adjustment. Social support comprised support from family 
and support from friends and significant others. The 
dependent variable in this model relates to psychological 
adjustment. Three main independent variables were 
entered in the regression analysis.

“...international students with 
higher levels of self-efficacy 

showed higher levels of 
psychological adjustment”.
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Overall, the regression model was statistically significant, 
R2 = .40, Adjusted R2 = .39, F change = 40.86, p = .00. 
Out of the three independent variables investigated, self-
efficacy (β = .33, p < .01) and support from friends and 
significant others (β = .39, p < .01) had significant positive 
effects on psychological adjustment. Thus, Hypothesis 1 
and 2b are supported. However, Hypothesis 2a is rejected 
due to insignificant finding. Based on the beta value, it can 
be said that support from friends and significant others 
had the highest explanatory power as compared to self-
efficacy.

Discussion

The Relationship Between Self-Efficacy and Psychological 
Adjustment

The finding of this study is in line with Poyrazli et al. 
(2002) and Moeini, Shafii, Hidarnia, and Babaii (2008). 
Poyrazli et al. (2002) found that students with higher 
levels of academic self-efficacy reported fewer adjustment 
problems. Moeini et al. (2008) revealed that greater stress 
was associated with lower general self-efficacy and lower 
mental health status. They also discovered a significant 
inverse relationship between self-efficacy and general 
health. In the present study, high self-efficacy very 
likely helps students approach challenging situations 
without incapacitating anxiety or confusion. This high 
self-efficacy is likely to help them feel that they have the 
ability and competence to deal with academic situations 
and problems. As a result, they possibly experience a 
better psychological adjustment.

The Relationship Between Social Support and 
Psychological Adjustment

Having social relationships are crucial for the international 
students’ adjustment, especially relationships with friends 
from Malaysia. Having Malaysian friends is essential when 
it comes to cultural and language adaptation. Church 
(1982) stated that friends are beneficial in providing the 
sense of belonging. In addition, international students 
lose their shared identity and support from their families 
as they pursue studies in Malaysia. This loss of support 
forces them to develop new cross-cultural friendships 
with individuals from the host nation as well as other 
international students.

The current study also demonstrates that international 
students have the highest levels of support from other 
people. Students who experience higher levels of support 
from a special person were more likely to experience more 
psychological adjustment in the university. The students 
felt his or her partner, who was an international student 
as well, was able to provide better support, as he or she 
had similar experiences to him or her. Couples that have 
similar experiences would be more understanding of the 
mutual difficulties faced by them. Literature highlights 
the importance of perception of support—the perception 

of being loved by others and that they will be available 
if needed—in adjustment of the members of the couple 
(Beach & Gupta, 2006; Pasch & Bradbury, 1998).

The results of this study do not support the findings 
of previous studies regarding international students’ 
support from family and their adjustment (Ang & 
Liamputtong, 2008; Black & Gregersen, 1991; De Cieri, 
Dowling, & Taylor, 1991). Ang and Liamputtong (2008) 
found that international students agreed that their family 
was their main source of support. Cost, time difference, 
or geographical location did not appear to be an issue for 
the students in their study. Black and Gregersen (1991) 
and De Cieri et al. (1991) reported that satisfaction with 
family relationships has been shown to be significantly 
associated with psychological adjustment to relocation 
throughout the expatriation process. There might be 
three reasons for this discrepant finding. First, previous 
studies (Black & Gregersen, 1991; De Cieri et al., 1991) 
used samples that included expatriates in international 
assignment. Most of the expatriates are married, thus they 
need their spouse and children to be in the same country 
to support their life and work in a foreign country. For 
the current study, most of the international students are 
single and the most important persons in university life 
to give moral support in their study are their friends and 
special person. Second, the students are reluctant to seek 
support from family from their home countries because 
they do not want their families to worry about them in 
Malaysia. As a result, they only rely on their friends or 
conational for their social interaction and relationships 
needs. 

Policy Recommendation

The results of this study shows that the international 
students with higher levels of self-efficacy showed higher 
levels of psychological adjustment. In addition, the 
results reveals that the importance of friends and others 
in the study’s environment has helped the international 
students to adjust better in the psychological aspect of 
adjustment. The recommendation for policy implications 
are for faculty members to focus on establishing 
interventions facilitating social support through friends 
and others as well as build the students’ confidence level 
(in order to increase their self-efficacy) and thus, enhance 
psychological adjustment of students. For example, 
creating orientation programmes, more group works, 
more outdoor activities, encourage the students to speak 
in class, programme regular gathering, or international 
students’ day that includes social activities and the 
interaction may be more beneficial than the activities that 
focus solely on academic requirements or maintaining 
legal status. Facilitating such programmes would 
probably work best at the level of particular academic 
schools rather than if left to the discretion of international 
student office. On the basis of the current research, it 
could be hypothesized that programmes that enhance 
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psychological adjustment of undergraduate international students would increase their satisfaction and will lead to an 
increase in their academic performance.
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Introduction

The National Higher Education Strategic Plan 
(PSPTN) is an initiative from the Ministry of 

Higher Education (MoHE), to develop the quality of 
human capital and to make Malaysia a hub of excellence 
in higher education regionally and internationally 
(Ministry of Higher Education, 2007). In August 27, 
2007 PSPTN was launched by the then Prime Minister, 
YAB Dato‘ Seri Abdullah Haji Ahmad Badawi. PSPTN 
outlined four phases of development: viz, Phase 1: 
Laying the Foundation in 2007-2010, followed by Phase 2: 
Strengthening and Enhancement (2011-2015), then Phase 
3: Excellence (2016-2020) and finally Phase 4: Glory and 
Sustainability that should begin beyond the year 2020.

In 2008, Action Plan for Phase 1 (2007-2010) was launched 
and outlined an extensive programme that will be 
executed in the next several years. The role of MoHE 
was as a mentor and facilitator for higher education 
institutions as well as a policy maker and regulator for 
higher education in Malaysia. To achieve this, the Ministry 
set up a Program Management Office (PMO) to become 
the secretariat for PSPTN implementation. PMO’s task is 
to record the implementation of PSPTN programmes and 
report to the relevant authorities.

At institutional level, to facilitate communication 
between PMO and UNIMAS, MoHE stipulated that a 
liaison officer, iPMO officer (institutional PMO), must be 
appointed. In view of the importance of the role of iPMO, 
UNIMAS placed the iPMO office under the Quality 
Assurance Division (QAD). QAD has been responsible 
for the transformation of UNIMAS through four core 
activities, namely 1) strategic planning and implementing, 
2) benchmarking and standardising, 3) strengthening the 
internal processes and 4) leveraging on ICT. The iPMO is 
fully supported by the head of QAD, officers and staff of 
the division.  By reinforcing the iPMO with the appropriate 
resources and support, UNIMAS had handled the PSPTN 
agenda in a systematic and appropriate manner from the 
onset.

Focus on Knowledge Management

In response to the PSPTN Action Plan Phase 1 2007-
2010, all public higher education institutions were 
instructed to formulate their activities prepared in the 

PSPTN agenda. UNIMAS held a brainstorming session 
with Majlis Dekan, consisting of all the deans of faculty, 
directors of institutes/centers and heads of divisions, on 
29 November until 1 December 2007. The outcome of the 
session was the formulation of the UNIMAS Action Plan 
2008-2010. The Plan included commitments in the form 
of activities towards supporting three Critical Agenda 
Projects (CAPs) in the PSPTN which are Learning and 
Teaching, Research & Development and Academia. In the 
consequent years, QAD was tasked with coordinating, 
executing and reporting the successful implementations 
of all these activities.

Other than the CAPS agenda, MoHE started executing 
several PSPTN projects that involved institutions like 
UNIMAS. Amongst them were embedding the soft skills 
elements (popularly known as LOKI) in programme 
curriculum, auditing institutions against the Code of 
Practice for Institutional Audit (COPIA, a programme 
called Academic Performance Audit, APA), submitting 
of institutional data twice a year to MoHE (a programme 
called MyMohes), rating of teaching-learning quality of 
institutions (a programme called SETARA) and achieving 
a high research standard using the RU Tool (later known 
as MyRA). In all of these projects, several units directly 
or indirectly under MoHE served as the programme 
secretariat and amongst them are agencies such as HEI 
Excellence Planning Division (BPKI), Department of 
Higher Education (JPT), Planning and Research Division 
(BPP) and Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA).

The commencement of PSPTN introduced several new 
cultures in institutions like UNIMAS. In responding to 
all the above programmes, amongst the first strategy 
by UNIMAS was to improve the management of its 
record and quality of its databases. QAD began setting 
up the Pasukan Petugas (task force) MyMohes to ensure 
that all databases capture the required data needed by 
the various PSPTN projects. Several workshops were 
conducted to analyse the gap between data needed by 
stakeholders and that available in UNIMAS databases. 
In the following years UNIMAS successfully improved 
the quality of its databases, created new entry fields in 
the existing applications, set up data administrators 
to access the systems, integrated a few application 
systems, created several new ones and launched a high 
tech business intelligence application system. Another 
positive outcome worthy of mention is the integration 

UNIMAS’S  ACHIEVEMENTS  IN  THE  
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE FIRST PHASE OF THE 
NATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION STRATEGIC PLAN 
(PSPTN) 2007-2010
Safawi, M. I., Zen, K, Alias, S. M., Sahmat, S. L. & Zamri, M. H. M.
Quality Assurance Division, Universiti Malaysia Sarawak
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of data from the research management, consultancy and 
postgraduate offices into a single application system called 
“Integrated Research Information System (iRIS)”. MoHE 
had successfully created a vital need for all institutions 
to improve their respective data recording system, ICT 
technologies and staff responsibilities in collecting useful 
records.

UNIMAS’s Responses to the PSPTN Projects

On the onset, the UNIMAS Management appointed the 
head of QAD as coordinator to the MyMohes project. 
UNIMAS aimed to focus on creating a knowledge 
management system that is accurate, verifiable and timely 
as well as upgrading the capability of databases and 
competency of ICT staff. Figure 1 shows the performance 
of UNIMAS MyMohes rating carried out by the MyMohes 
secretariat. There are two main impacts of the MyMohes 
project. First, UNIMAS successfully captured relevant 
data fields for modules on staff, students, R&DC and 
general information. Second, UNIMAS can guarantee the 
quality of all those data. The way forward will be to create 
a culture that allows real time data to be captured easily.

In the early years of executing PSPTN, the PMO Office 
conducted numerous workshops and activities related 
to the CAPs and its KPIs. Also, there were annual best 
practice sharing sessions, peer-review and self-audit. 
UNIMAS Management decided that all these CAPs and 
their KPIs must be given due attention and the targets 
must be achieved. In parallel to the numerous KPIs in the 
CAPs, MQA was also implementing the APA project and 
there were several KPIs related to the Benchmarked and 
Enhanced Standards stipulated in COPIA. In addition, the 
use of the RU Tools to measure research outputs contained 
a substantial number of KPIs that need to be achieved 
in order to earn the RU marks. All these three projects 
required an extensive workforce and proper coordination 
in UNIMAS. The UNIMAS Management ordered QAD 
to design a mechanism to address the diverse needs of 
these KPIs from the three PSPTN projects mentioned 
above. QAD took the lead in the following Majlis Dekan 
brainstorming on 16-18 January 2009. Among the agenda 
of discussions were 1) SWOT analysis, 2) strategies for 
CAPs and 3) the Academic Performance Audit (APA). 

In January 2010, QAD presented a concept paper for 
the UNIMAS BSC Project to the UNIMAS Management.  
Figure 2 shows the fundamental elements in UNIMAS 
BSC project. The project was designed based on the 
performance management theory derived from the book 
“Balanced Scorecard” by Norton and Kaplan (Kaplan et 
al., 1996). After getting the mandate to implement the 
project, QAD started the long process of developing, 
baseline setting, KPI identifying, training, reporting, 
operating, executing and monitoring until the successful 
completion of the project. The UNIMAS BSC project took 
more than a year to complete. Finally, in the Majlis Dekan 
on June 19 to 22, 2010, a progress report of the UNIMAS 

BSC project was presented and feedbacks from the 
Deans were received. Most importantly, a consensus was 
reached by the Majlis Dekan to implement the UNIMAS 
BSC for the first cycle 2011-2012. Throughout the same 
period, the Center for ICT & Services (CICTS) UNIMAS 
had successfully developed an online application system 
“Performance Management System” or PerforMS, which 
supports the implementation of the UNIMAS BSC. 
The first cycle of UNIMAS BSC successfully ended in 
December 2012 and the present cycle for 2013-2014 had 
already started. The way forward for UNIMAS BSC will 
be to consolidate the KPIs with the operating budget 
and resources, similar to the needs of the paradigm shift 
towards an outcome based budgeting.

With the establishment of the UNIMAS BSC and PerforMS, 
UNIMAS had laid down a comprehensive system of 
performance measurement. It captured the commitments 
by the various faculties, institutes, centers and divisions 
(FICD) towards the achievement of UNIMAS’s KPIs. 

Figure 2: The fundamental elements in UNIMAS BSC project

UNIMAS’S ROADMAP

UNIMAS’S GOALS

STRATEGY MAP (KEY RESULTS 
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KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

LOGICAL FRAMEWORK

EXECUTION, AUDIT, ANALYSIS 
AND DATA COMPILATION

MANAGEMENT REVIEW

Figure 1: UNIMAS’s Performance in MyMohes project
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PerforMS also allowed the monitoring of activities by the use of the red, yellow and green traffic light system. Most 
significantly, UNIMAS is able to produce the Faculty Scorecard annually and trigger the competitive culture amongst 
faculties. In the spirit of laying down the foundation for Phase 1 PSPTN, UNIMAS pride itself in having the UNIMAS 
BSC and PerforMS.

The 2007-2010 Phase 1 PSPTN was a very demanding period for UNIMAS. With all the PSPTN projects (MyMOHES, 
CAPs, APA, RU Tool, etc) occurring simultaneously, it required serious coordination and teamwork. QAD worked 
closely with all FICD in UNIMAS. Without the professionalism, openness and high commitment of all UNIMAS 
staff, the implementations of all these PSPTN projects would not have been a success. As a result of these healthy 
collaborations, the Majlis Dekan had acknowledged four UNIMAS core values: viz Perseverance, Innovative, 
Collegiality and Sincerity. Another spin-off effect from the focus on these PSPTN projects is that UNIMAS managed to 
increase the level of communication, interactions, collaborations and discussions amongst the various FICD. The spirit 
of cooperation still prevails today in the form of various strategic programmes called Q-ReServis, COPIA-2, GradPhD, 
Academic benchmarking and many more. Table 1 shows the number of projects implemented in 2012 and the number 
that will be implemented in 2013.  The way forward will be to increase such team spirit and empower the various FICD 
to contrive more strategic initiatives by themselves.

Despite the grueling pressures in responding to the PSPTN projects, UNIMAS also took other initiatives to lay a solid 
foundation before the beginning of Phase 2. The most significant ones were developing the “e-Course Outline” that 
contain the LOKI elements, “e-Prestasi” for staff annual evaluation, “e-Voting” for selection of student representatives, 
“InMinds” as a business intelligent application and UNIMAS Customer Satisfaction Online (UNIMAS CSO) as a mean 
to capture and response to student issues. Other initiatives included the formation of Innovative and Creative Circles 
(ICC), quality environment practice (5S) and the scope expansion of the MS ISO certification. There are few more, like 
quality cost, single point data entry and one-stop center, yet to be launched in due time.

Way Forward for UNIMAS

There are high expectations for UNIMAS to dramatically improve its performance in Phase 2 PSPTN. The present 
momentum is still great, the buying-in by staff is improving and the spirits are high. The main focus presently is to 
enhance and strengthen all those new initiatives and strategic projects with the ultimate aim to transform UNIMAS 
towards an excellent institution. With the foundations already laid successfully, UNIMAS is in a position to become 
one of the premiere universities in the region in the next decade.
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TABLE 1 Total number of strategic projects in 2012 and 2013

Year 2012 No.

Number of projects completed 5

Number of projects continued to 2013 7

Number of yearly routine projects 5

Number of projects not implemented 1

Year 2013 No.

Number of projects continued from 2012 7

Number of yearly routine projects 5

Number of new projects started in 2013 8
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Within the recent decades, the globalising world has witnessed a growing trend in the development of higher education. 
Universities have become a driving force to ensure the future of nations and the universe (Topal, 2009). Whether public 
or private, large or small, universities are contributing to the development of societies through nurturing knowledge 
that provides societies with intellectual and cultural capital (Safakhah & Vaghari, 2012). 

Universities play a variety of roles and have many functions amongst which educating individuals, addressing social 
and economic needs of the communities, and creating research and development opportunities which help meeting 
the local needs of the communities and vis-à-vis the universities are the most important ones. This way, universities 
contribute to the development of the immediate region, and indirectly to that of the whole country and the world. 
Considering that remaining effective depends on the degree to which an organisation realises its goals (Zheng, Yang, 
& McLean, 2010), and that universities play a vital role in transforming and developing societies, it is necessary for 
them to pursue their organisational goals efficiently to be an effective organisation. Many universities, nowadays, are 
establishing systematic and strategic alliances with other higher education institutions located in other countries towards 
addressing international issues in the globalising world. Attracting international students, publications addressing 
global issues, and holding international conferences to exchange knowledge and experiences are some of the paths 
to widen the contribution of a university in a broader context. In order to pursue the aforementioned fundamental 
missions, universities need to provide quality, efficiency and effectiveness not merely to the national community 
which defines the legal and historic responsibilities of universities, but also to a broader range of stakeholders beyond 
its national borders.

Literature on pursuing organisational goals demonstrates that an organisation heavily depends on the skilful 
management of its resources. A good leader or a quality management team is imperative for any university in pursuing 
its roles and missions within its immediate society and the greater society at large, and eventually in the globalised 
world. It would be of significance to mention some of the characteristics of a good leader within an organisational 
setting. 

Leadership refers to some personality traits interacted between an individual and a group which can have mutual 
influence on each other and improve personal, social and professional aspects of their lives (Northouse, 2012). Leadership 
skills are crucial for bringing special assets to organisations, and ultimately improve the bottom line (Northouse, 2012) 
- a responsibility which is clearly relevant to the three core functions of universities (teaching, research and community 
engagement) whether directly or indirectly. Considering that maintaining effectiveness of an organisation heavily 
depends on its management, it is worth mentioning some of the characteristics of a good leader within organisational 
settings. Bethel (2012)  introduced 12 characteristics of a good leader; according to Bethel, a good leader:

1. Has a mission that matters
2. Has high ethics
3. Is a team builder
4. Is a big thinker
5. Masters change
6. Is sensitive
7. Communicates effectively
8. Is a risk taker
9. Is a decision maker
10. Uses power wisely
11. Is courageous
12. Is committed

QUALITIES OF A GOOD UNIVERSITY LEADER
Shaghayegh Vaghari & Behnam Safakhah
Universiti Sains Malaysia

VIEWS
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Each of the twelve characteristics is necessary in a general sense for a good leader to have, yet some of them are more 
specifically important in the context of higher education.  Within organisational settings, having a mission refers to a 
vision or goal that compels someone to go forward and influence the people around her or him. In our contemporary 
world, many universities have defined what their mission is and this makes a difference between these universities 
which set goals to be effective and those which did not. Pursuing the mission of a university requires a quality leader 
who is a big thinker and who communicates her/his thoughts with her/his team members in making the best decision 
s/he can. A university leader must be enthusiastic about the work required and the role as a university leader. S/he 
should be a source of inspiration for other administrators as well as her/his employees. Universities need a leader 
whose sincere commitment assigns her/him to a responsibility of taking necessary risks and being courageous enough 
when it is needed. However decisions made by a university leader have to be wisely considered, or else the organisation 
might face or cause some considerable problems within the society. It is important to note that problems which result 
from a bad decision can put a great pressure on the resources of the university which can and in due time will distract 
the system from its mission.
 
In fact, pursuing a mission and the organisational goals are considered as the qualities which differentiate between 
leaders and ordinary people; in this regard, Saaty referred to having a clearly defined goal as the core of successful 
statecraft which needs to be accompanied by ‘persuasion’ and ‘support’ as two other important attributes of a successful 
leader (Saaty, 2001). A university leader should own all the above-mentioned skills. 

In addition, a university leader should be an academician who recognises the fundamental roles of a university, namely 
teaching, research, and community outreach.  When an academic is able to embrace all the three roles of a university 
properly, and s/he is well equipped with the characteristics of a quality leader, one can say that the university led by 
her/him can successfully pursue its organisational goals and remain effective within the society. 

Our world needs universities with best practice of the roles and functions. These are the universities which remain 
highly relevant in their functions to help with the development of the societies, nations, and eventually the world. To 
obtain this goal, universities need to have quality management team led by a good leader, and her/his immediate 
co-leaders. They must not just be outstanding academicians and master strategists but also equally importantly, have 
respectable humanistic values, to ensure that the university continues to effectively contribute to the transformation 
of the world in general.  
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ANNOUNCEMENT

IPPTN/UPNM

Dato’ Anwar Fazal

  REGISTRATION FEE (NEW RATES)

Category	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Local	 	 International
Daily rate       RM 300  USD 100
Normal rate       RM 900  USD 700
3 + 1 package (3 registration with 4th FREE)   RM 900 each USD700 each
Student rate       RM 400  USD 150         

 
Note:

i. Registration fee covers conference materials, two dinners, five tea-breaks and three lunches.
iii. Full payment must be made on or before 15 NOVEMBER 2013.

  MODE OF PAYMENT

i. By Bank Transfer in RM/USD in favour of “Bursar Universiti Sains Malaysia”

Account Number  070-20001054-716
Bank Name   BANK MUAMALAT MALAYSIA BERHAD
Bank Address   Service Centre, Universiti Sains Malaysia, Bangunan D12
    11800 USM, Pulau Pinang, Malaysia
Telephone   604-660 4600
SWIFT CODE   BMMBMYKL
Reference Remarks  GHEF2013 - name & institutions of participant(s)

ii. By Bank Cheque in RM/USD in favour of “Bursar Universiti Sains Malaysia”
Please send cheque with a cover note indicating participant’s name, institution and payment for GHEF2013.
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