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Introduction 

 

In this paper, ǁĞ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŝŶ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ in 

the context of the city-state of Singapore. We find that ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ 
enhancing devices like rankings and accreditation are not necessary 

precursors for market success, reputation building or the provision of a 

quality education. This result is a direct challenge to the prevailing 

orthodoxy. 

 

We explore ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ at the macro, meso and micro levels of analysis. At 

the macro-level, we interrogate ƚŚĞ “ŝŶŐĂƉŽƌĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ ƚŽ 
ďĞĐŽŵĞ ͚Ă ŐůŽďĂů ƐĐŚŽŽůŚŽƵƐĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ĞƉŝĐĞŶƚĞƌ ĨŽƌ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ AƐŝĂ ĂƐ 
Ă ƋƵĞƐƚ ĨŽƌ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ʹ a quest that has been partially abandoned 

(see Waring, 2014).  

 

Nonetheless, this narrative has impacted on the meso-level, especially the 

private higher education sector, which is the primary focus of analysis. 

Here, we explore the evolution and growth of the Singapore higher 



 2 

education sector. Valued at close to half a billion Singapore dollars (Waring, 

2014)͕ ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐƚŽƌ ǁĂƐ ŵĂƌƌĞĚ ďǇ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ŝůůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ 
degree-ŵŝůůƐ͕ ŝůůĞŐĂů ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐĐĂŵ ĂƌƚŝƐƚƐ͛ (Davie, 2009). The direct 

conflict with the global schoolhouse ambition and the wish for legitimacy 

led the State to develop a new set of institutional rules for the sector.  

These arrangements have transformed the marketplace for higher 

education by a) raising entry barriers; b) rationalizing providers through a 

higher regulatory burden and c) developing new licensing, registration and 

monitoring rules.  

 

Drawing on neo institutional arguments, we demonstrate how these policy 

interventions have impacted the strategic choices of actors in this market. 

In particular, at the micro-level, we present the case of Murdoch University 

ʹ an Australian University with a large stake in the Singapore private 

education sector - and its strategic responses to these new institutional 

conditions. We argue that the meso-level interventions have helped to 

ŵĂŶƵĨĂĐƚƵƌĞ Ă ĚĞŐƌĞĞ ŽĨ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͕͛ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ĚŽŶĞ ƐŽ 
ƌĂŝƐĞƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŝŶ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ 
education itself. For instance, there is very little differentiation between 

graduates of the private sector and public universities in terms of either 

salaries or employability over time. Moreover, Singaporeans continue to be 

attracted to private higher education in large numbers, in spite of the 

higher entry barriers and standards; the stronger ratings, rankings, 

reputation, accreditations and perceived legitimacy of the public 

institutions. Thus, ǁĞ ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŵĂƚƚĞƌƐ ďƵƚ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ŽŶůǇ ƚŽ 
a point. HŝŐŚ ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ďĞ Ă ƉƌĞ-condition for 

institutional success.  We contend that the Singapore experience suggests 

ƚŚĂƚ ƐƚĂŬĞŚŽůĚĞƌƐ ŚŽůĚ ͚ďĂƐĞůŝŶĞ͛ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŽĨ 
universities of a binary nature; once met, other factors and characteristics 

contribute to institutional reputation such as price, position in the market, 

influence of student peers, student perceptions of study flexibility, quality 

of teaching, program durations, among other factors. 

 

This is an important insight given the considerable resources that are 

invested in accreditation processes, research and institutional ranking 

exercises. While we do not argue that there is no merit in these activities, 

our analysis indicates that the level of investment may be misplaced, 
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especially given their tendency to generate isomorphic pressures with their 

unintended consequences͘ TŚŝƐ ŝƐ Ă ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ͚ůŝďĞƌĂƚŝŶŐ͛ ŝŶƐŝŐŚƚ ĨŽƌ 
University leaders, since it demonstrates capacity and need for a diversity 

of response to common pressures.  

 

In the sections that follow, we expand and develop our theoretical 

arguments, drawing explicitly on neo-institutional theory as a framework 

ĨŽƌ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶŝŶŐ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ŽĨ “ŝŶŐĂƉŽƌĞ͛Ɛ ŚŝŐŚĞƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ 
sector. Then, we turn to a brief description of the macro, meso and micro 

levels, which serve as our units of analysis. 

 

Situating Higher Education Theoretically 

 

We draw upon concepts of neo institutional theory (Meyer and Rowan, 

1977) to investigate the organizational patterning of higher education in 

Singapore, because its incorporation of social influence processes, that 

ameliorate and constrain relative autonomous decision-making, overcomes 

a reliance on theories centered upon the rational actor (e.g., contingency 

theory ʹLawrence and Lorsche, 1967; resource-dependence theoryʹ Pfeffer 

and Salancik, 1978). By infusing formal organizational structures with a 

symbolism, as well as task-action properties, meant that they could be 

designed to reflect specific value systems that project meaningful messages 

to key stakeholders to inspire legitimacy. As Suchman (1995) notes, 

legitimacy is: 

 

͞The generalized ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ͙ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ĂŶ ĞŶƚŝƚǇ ĂƌĞ ĚĞƐŝƌĂďůĞ͕ ƉƌŽƉĞƌ͕ Žƌ 
appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 

ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶƐ͘͟ ;Ɖ͘ ϭϳϰͿ 
 

Hence, organizational decisions become a function of both traditional task-

action and socio-environmental engagement and pressures, so muting 

rationality. Specifically, particular structures may be adopted to raise 

external legitimacy to such a point, where its observation is more important 

for organizational survival than task action performance. For instance, 

failing organisations (Meyer and Zucker, 1989) can still survive if their 

structural signaling is perceived as legitimate through, for example, 

ĐŽŵƉůŝĂŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚ GŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ͚ůĞƐƐ 
likely to triŐŐĞƌ ĂƵĚŝƚƐ ďǇ ƌĞŐƵůĂƌŝƚǇ ĂŐĞŶĐŝĞƐ͛ ;EĚĞůŵĂŶ͕ ϭϵϵϮͿ͘  
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The process of legitimacy building and acceptance may mean organisations 

heightening their active agency to influence policies and legal systems in 

their operating domains by, for instance, political lobbying. They may be 

helped in this process by the psychological persuasion of numbers, where 

the process of measurement (e.g., accreditations, rankings and ratings) can 

be a powerful legitimatizing tool. However, though organisations spend 

copious resources on such legitimacy building, its transference from one 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ͛Ɛ ŶŽƌŵƐ ƚŽ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ, is not automatic; for example, where active 

agency is less welcome and western values are less tolerated.  

 

Besides its ability to explain survival, neo institutionalism incorporates the 

notion of isomorphism, where, on the road to homogeneity, societal 

pressures can force organisations to adopt similar structures and behaviour 

patterns.  Underpinning the institutionalization of a sector is the phased 

pattern of habitualisation, objectification and sedimentation. For instance, 

major innovations or other external shocks can transform extant structures 

causing individual responses, without any preferred model emerging 

(habitualisation). As the sector stabilizes and the impact of the shocks is 

understood better, attention focuses on those structures that seem to 

perform better. Organisations gravitate towards this successful recipe 

(objectification). Here, institutional regulatory frameworks and policy 

inducements can accelerate its adoption and perceived legitimacy. When 

these successful structures have become embedded over long periods, 

sector sedimentation has occurred and institutionalization is complete. 

Several, societal isomorphic pressures drive this convergence to a dominant 

model: mimetic (Sevon, 1996), where widespread copying (e.g., of the 

successful recipe) occurs amongst organisations; normative (Touron, 2005), 

where professionalization through standard creation (e.g., AACSB, EQUIS) 

and adoption (e.g., by B-Schools) becomes the aim for most organisations; 

and coercive (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), where society (e.g., public sector 

financial cuts) and peers exert pressure on organisations to conform to 

their relative expectations.  

  

Coercive pressures may be the most powerful convergent agents (Gomes et 

alia, 2008), though the separation and measurement of the impacts of the 

three pressures is tough, as they act in parallel, both separately and 



 5 

together (Mizruchi and Fein, 1999). Survival and the perception of 

legitimacy are influenced highly by both informal and formal forms of 

coercion. However, tension is often created within organizations over a 

preference for efficient performance over such coercive conformity. So, 

organizational responses to coercion can vary greatly from passive 

acceptance to defiant denial (Oliver, 1991); with the type of response 

depending upon organizational market power, political self-interest, 

differentiating strategy, skepticism and control needs. 

 

Many authors have used such neo institutional arguments to explain 

phenomena in education, particularly in business schools (e.g., Wilson and 

McKiernan, 2011). Here, the argument proffered is that all three 

isomorphic pressures have forced the B-School sector in the west into a 

form of ͚global mimicry͛, where variety has been squeezed from the 

system, causing organizations to mirror each other. Here, coercive 

pressures of dependence and power have come from within institutions, 

ǁŚĞƌĞ ƵŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ ĚĞŵĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ďusiŶĞƐƐ ƐĐŚŽŽůƐ ĂĐƚ ĂƐ ͚ĐĂƐŚ ĐŽǁƐ͖͛ and 

outwith them, where competition or Government policy cause ͚mimicry͛ in 

strategic responses. Normative pressures come in terms of 

professionalization especially the magnet of triple accreditation of courses 

by global bodies (i.e., AACSB, EQUIS, AMBA); the glorification of school 

image (e.g., by league tables from the Economist or Financial Times) and 

ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƌĂŶŬŝŶŐƐ ;Ğ͘Ő͕͘ UK͛Ɛ ‘EF Žƌ AƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂ͛Ɛ E‘AͿ͘ MŝŵĞƚŝĐ ƉƌĞƐƐƵƌĞƐ ĂƌĞ 
extensive and might follow lead models in MBA structure and content, the 

͚ĚŝĐƚĂƚƐ͛ ŽĨ ũŽƵƌŶĂů ĞĚŝƚŽƌƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉƌĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ EŶŐůŝƐŚ ĂƐ Ă ƐƉŽŬĞŶ ĂŶĚ 
written language, and a focus on free market philosophy in teaching and 

ĐĂƐĞ ƵƐĞ͘ CŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĚŽŵĂŝŶ ŵĂǇ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ƐĞĚŝŵĞŶƚĞĚ͛ 
around a global model, with much rich variety stripped from the product 

offerings in the process of convergence. To follow, the advent of MOOCs, 

hybrid learning systems and digital technology may be about to transform 

the sector, destroying the sedimentation phase and beginning a new phase 

of habitualisation and so a fresh process of institutionalization. 

 

Singapore Context: The Macro-level 

 

The Singapore higher education landscape comprises a significant publicly 

funded sector, with a total enrolment of 56,700 undergraduate degree 
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places from six autonomous universities (NUS, NTU, SMU, SUTD, SIT and 

UniSIM1). This is supplemented by a private sector, with a total enrolment 

of 54,000 undergraduate degree places in 2011 (Waring, 2014). Since 2000, 

Singaporean policy makers have made strategic policy choices to position 

ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ĂƐ Ă ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů ŚƵď ĨŽƌ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ͚BŽƐƚŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ EĂƐƚ͛ ĂƐ 
then Minister for Education, Teo Chee Hean (cited in Gopinathan and Lee, 

2011:293) remarked. The Global Schoolhouse strategy was designed to 

capture a larger share of the international higher education market by 

permitting foreign universities to offer their programs in Singapore. An 

ambitious target was set of attracting 150,000 international students to 

Singapore; though, this has been abandoned since. Nonetheless, there are 

now approximately 80,000 international students in Singapore, with around 

40,000 of these studying for undergraduate degrees (Waring, 2014).   

 

Since the 2011 General Election, ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƌƵůŝŶŐ ƉĂƌƚǇ͛Ɛ ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞ 
sufficient university places drew sharp criticism, Government policy has 

shifted from capturing the international student market to serving the local 

market, including the 26000 diploma students who graduate from 

“ŝŶŐĂƉŽƌĞ͛Ɛ ĨŝǀĞ ƉŽůǇƚĞĐŚŶŝĐƐ ĞĂĐŚ ǇĞĂƌ͘ TŚŝƐ ƉŽůicy shift saw the formation 

of the Committee on University Education Pathways beyond 2015 (CUEP), 

following the election to identify the means for lifting the cohort 

participation rate (CPR) in higher education among Singaporeans from its 

current level of about 26% to 40% by 2020.  

CUEP͛Ɛ ‘ĞƉŽƌƚ discusses the potential for the private education sector to be 

provided with public funding to support university places. However the 

report notes that ͚TŚĞ PEI ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ ŝŶ “ŝŶŐĂƉŽƌĞ ŝƐ ůĂƌŐĞ ĂŶĚ ŽĨ ƵŶĞǀĞŶ 
ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ͛ ;CUEP͕ ϮϬϭϮ͗ϭϬͿ͘ AĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐůǇ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ĞĚƵĐĂtion sector in 

Singapore is to be subject to greater scrutiny and tighter quality controls in 

ĂŶ ĞĨĨŽƌƚ ƚŽ ůŝĨƚ ŝƚƐ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛͘ 
 

Singapore Context: The Meso-level 

 

The private education sector in Singapore is a large, heterogenous industry 

comprised of private international schools, specialist foreign Universities 

                                                        
1 NUS Ȃ National University of Singapore; NTU Ȃ Nanyang Technological University; 

SMU Ȃ Singapore Management University; SUTD Ȃ Singapore University of 

Technology and Design; SIT Ȃ Singapore Institute of Technology 
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and institutions (e.g., INSEAD, DigiPen) and private education institutions 

(PEIs) offering a wide variety of vocational and tertiary qualifications. Unlike 

PEIs, international schools and specialist institutions that were invited by 

the Singapore Government to establish branch campuses under the Global 

Schoolhouse initiative are exempt from the Private Education Act 2009. 

This Act and its associated regulations were introduced in response to 

adverse publicity around degree mills and errant PEIs operating in 

Singapore. In one noteworthy case, a PEI (Brookes Business School) was 

found to be awarding degrees of the Royal Melbourne Institute of 

Technology (RMIT), without RMIT͛Ɛ ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ Žƌ ŝŵƉƌŝŵĂƚƵƌ ;DĂǀŝĞ, 2009).   

 

The focus of the ACT, ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŐƵůĂƚŽƌǇ ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ͚TŚĞ CŽƵŶĐŝů ĨŽƌ PƌŝǀĂƚĞ 
EĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ that it established, has been to improve the financial stability 

and governance of PEIs. This aim has been achieved through registration 

and audit processes that have imposed a significant regulatory burden on 

the sector. The impact of this burden has been to reduce the number of 

PEIs from around 1200 to just 332 as at April 2013 (CPE, 2013). The number 

holding the coveted four year, EduTrust status (the highest mark of quality 

awarded by the Council for Private Education) is just 47.  

 

The EduTrust certification scheme is a voluntary scheme managed by CPE, 

which effectively permits PEIs to recruit international students. It 

encourages PEIs to improve quality in exchange for the EduTrust 

certification and the market differentiation this provides. According to CPE, 

the PEI sector had a total enrolment of 227,000 students in 2012, with 

approximately 63% of this figure studying in EduTrust-certified PEIs (CPE, 

2013).   However this figure includes not just those studying higher 

education courses but also those students enrolled in vocational programs. 

 

 

Education consultants have estimated the value of the higher education 

portion of the Singapore Private Education Sector at approximately $450 

million Singapore dollars per annum (Parthenon, 2011). This significant size 

is a result largely of insufficient university places for students in the local 

publicly funded Universities. Approximately 40,000 domestic Singaporean 

students look to enroll in higher education in Singapore each year, but only 

around 14,000 students are offered places in the local universities. These 
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40,000 students are composed of school, polytechnic and ITE leavers, but 

do not include mature age students seeking to upgrade their qualifications. 

 

Of these 40,000 students, around 12,000 are graduates of junior colleges 

(High Schools) while the majority (some 25,000) are diploma graduates of 

“ŝŶŐĂƉŽƌĞ͛Ɛ five polytechnics. The remainder (3,000) are graduates from 

Vocational colleges (ITE and private schools). Approximately 6000 students 

leave Singapore each year to study offshore leaving a little over 20,000 

students (14,000 find places in local public universities) to look to the 

private education sector to undertake University study. In addition to the 

domestic market, there are some 40,000 international students (from 

Indonesia, China, Myanmar, Malaysia, etc) studying for undergraduate 

degrees in Singapore - the majority of whom are studying in the private 

education sector. 

 

Singapore Context: The Micro-level  

 

Murdoch University, based in Perth and founded in 1975, is one of 39 

Australian public universities. It first became involved in the provision of 

overseas education through its Business School in Singapore in 1991 with 

the Singapore National Employers Federation (SNEF). This was followed 

shortly thereafter with a foray into Malaysia, with Kolej Damansara Utama 

(KDU), KDU Penang, Sibu and Kota Kinabalu. All of the initial Transnational 

Educational (TNE) offerings were undergraduate business degree programs. 

The program at SNEF was staffed with Murdoch Lecturers on a fly-in-fly-out 

basis for some 12 years, before changing to the current franchise- model 

basis. The Malaysian programs were staffed on a blended model with local 

Lecturers supported by Murdoch Lecturers with a couple of fly in visits per 

semester. In total, Murdoch has been involved in TNE for 22 years. The 

UŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ͛Ɛ TNE ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞ ŚĂƐ ŐƌŽǁŶ ĨƌŽŵ ϱϴϱ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ ϮϬϬϱ 
(generating $1.2m in revenue) to 6700 students in 2015 (generating 

$14.5m in revenue in 2015).   

Changing internal and external environments have necessitated a 

reconsideration of the way in which MU manages its TNE operations.  How 

the University responds to these challenges will have far-reaching 

consequences, particularly for its perceived legitimacy by host 
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Governments as a preferred provider of Higher Education in their 

jurisdiction. 

 

Remainder of the Paper 

The remainder of the paper examines the propositions that: 

 

a) SƚĂŬĞŚŽůĚĞƌƐ ŚŽůĚ ͚ďĂƐĞůŝŶĞ͛ ĞǆƉĞĐƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŽĨ 
universities of a binary nature; once met, other factors and characteristics 

contribute to institutional reputation. These other factors include but are 

not limited to; price, peer influence, program duration and student 

perceptions of teaching quality and program flexibility. 

 

b) HŝŐŚ ůĞǀĞůƐ ŽĨ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ďĞ Ă ƉƌĞ-condition for 

institutional success. 

 

To explore these propositions, we adopt an interpretative approach, 

drawing upon multi-sourced data collection process. This involved data 

compiled from public and private reports on TNE in Singapore; on a wide- 

ranging Delphi study of international experts conducted by the authors; 

upon interviews with key agents in the Singapore TNE domain and on a 

year long TNE Commission study sponsored by Murdoch University.  

 

Our findings confirm the two propositions in the specific Singaporean case 

and so ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ͕ ƐĐŽƉĞ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ŽĨ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ-ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ͛ 
devices in higher education in this city-state context. This result challenges 

the widely- held view amongst universities ƚŚĂƚ ͚ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ͛ ĞŶŚĂŶĐŝŶŐ 
devices like rankings and accreditation are necessary for market success, 

reputation building and the provision of a quality education. 
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