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Introduction

The purpose of this essay is two-fold. First, it evaluates the efficiency of two recent policies re-
garding international academic publishing in Vietnam: the new regulation on doctoral educa-
tion and the establishment of the National Foundation for Science and Technology Develop-
ment (NAFOSTED). Second, it outlines some possible avenues for further promotion of re-
search in Vietnam. 

Vietnam’s Policies regarding International Publishing 

If we had to choose the policy of the government that has had the most impact on promoting 
international publishing in Vietnam in recent years, we would not hesitate to “vote” for the 
regulation on doctoral training promulgated together with Circular No. 08/2017/QĐ-BGDĐT 
of the Ministry of Education and Training. Our opinion, therefore, may not align with the con-
sensus of many others that the NAFOSTED was the most critical ‘catalyst’ for international 
publishing in Vietnam [1]. Let us view the role of NAFOSTED from a different angle. The es-
tablishment of NAFOSTED should be considered as the ‘opening shot’ to help Vietnamese sci-
entists receive their first incentive from the government to publish internationally. In other 
words, the launching of NAFOSTED in 2008 helped encourage the Vietnamese scientific com-
munity to overcome their inertia and to publish for the first-time articles in international jour-
nals with 100% domestic authorship or with a team of authors led by domestic researchers (in-
stead of depending or relying too much on international cooperation as before). However, the 
impact of Circular 08 is broader. To some extent, Circular 08 can be considered as a ‘publish or 
perish’ policy (for the first time in Vietnam). NAFOSTED only acts as one of multiple funding 
sources for research activity; scientists who do not want to publish internationally will still be 
able to find other funding sources. With Circular 08, we have for the first time a mandatory 
regulation whereby PhD students will not be allowed to graduate if they do not have interna-
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tional publications; similarly, university lecturers will not be 
able to take a supervisory role if they have not authored the 
required number of international publications. The ‘publish 
or perish’ nature of Circular 08 is stronger than that of NAFOST-
ED in this respect. 

We also want to briefly discuss the ‘publish or perish’ cul-
ture. We completely agree with van Dalen and Henkens [2] 
that ‘publish or perish’ scientific policies have disadvantages 
such as encouraging quantity instead of quality. However, for 
countries that are still at an early stage of international inte-
gration in research, having ‘publish or perish’ policies like Cir-
cular 08 is critical. In our recent study [3], we divided the pro-
cess of international integration of research in Vietnam into 
three phases: (1) 2008 and earlier: the period lacking policies 
to encourage international publishing; (2) 2008–2017: the be-
ginning of international publishing in academia; and (3) 2017 
to present: the period of formation and expansion.

Two crucial milestones mark these three phases: 2008 (the 
year NAFOSTED officially came into operation) and 2017 
(the year Circular 08 was issued). Fig. 1 shows the number of 
international publications from Vietnam according to the 
three periods mentioned above, which we aggregated from 
the Clarivate Web of Science database [4]. This figure clearly 
illustrates the three phases associated with the two time points 
we listed above.

Room for Development

Strategies to attract talent to return 
Although there are no specific data, we believe that Vietnam-

ese researchers returning from abroad have made significant 
contributions to the breakthrough of Vietnam’s international 
publications in recent years. In other words, the wave of Viet-
namese students who went abroad in the 2000s has begun to 
produce fruitful achievements for the country. The scientists 
born in the 1970s and 1980s, who are now mature in terms of 
both health and expertise, have significantly contributed to 
Vietnam’s achievements in international publications in re-
cent years. Here are a few names with remarkable contribu-
tions: Prof. Pham Hoang Hiep (alumni of Sweden, Ta Quang 
Buu Prize, Ramanujan Prize, mathematics, born in the 1980s), 
Prof. Nguyen Van Hieu (alumni of the Netherlands, Ta Quang 
Buu Prize, physics, born in the 1970s), Prof. Phan Thanh Son 
Nam (alumni of the UK and USA, Ta Quang Buu Prize, Asian 
Scientist Award, chemistry, born in the 1970s), Dr. Nguyen 
Viet Cuong (alumni of the Netherlands, top 5% of global econ-
omists, born in the 1970s).

In the coming years, we will need a well-planned strategy to 
properly support this cohort of scientists. The current corona-
virus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has severely affect-
ed academic work in Western countries [5] and narrowed the 
opportunities for expatriate scientists [6], which might also be 
the case for Vietnamese scientists working abroad. Neverthe-
less, on average, compared to their counterparts residing in 
Vietnam, the research capacity of these academic expatriates 
is still more advanced. Amidst the wave of overseas Vietnam-
ese returning home [7], this is an opportunity for domestic 
higher education institutions and research institutions to at-
tract highly qualified and well-trained scholars from abroad.

Fig. 1. International publications from Vietnam from 2000 to 2020. WOS, Web of Science; SCIE, Science Citation Index Expanded; SSCI, Social Sciences Citation 
Index; A & HCI, Arts & Humanities Citation Index. Data source: authors synthesized from Web of Science [4].
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The role of research groups 
For years, building strong research groups has been a strategy 
implemented by many higher education institutions through-
out Vietnam. This strategy has helped raise domestic stan-
dards for both the quantity and quality of scientific research 
to meet international standards. A series of robust and poten-
tial research groups at higher education institutions through-
out the country have been established over the years [8], such 
as the teams of Hanoi National University [9], Hanoi University 
of Science and Technology, Thuy Loi University [10], Phenikaa 
University [11], and Thanh Do University [12]. The effective-
ness of the model of scientific team formation has been prov-
en in many previous studies [13,14]. Our recent survey of ed-
ucational researchers [15] also showed that the most impor-
tant factor impacting researchers’ international publishing 
practices was collaboration with domestic and international 
peers. In other words, establishing research groups, which fos-
ter collaborative relationships, is the most important factor for 
promoting international publishing—not funding or English 
proficiency, as most people assume. 

Circular 08, on the one hand, resulted in a significant reduc-
tion in the number of enrollments at doctoral programs [16]; 
on the other hand, it has brought an opportunity for Vietnam 
universities and research institutions to innovate their doctoral 
programs to be higher-quality and more effective. Furthermore, 
it is time to recognize the importance of having quality domes-
tic doctoral programs for providing high-quality human re-
sources, instead of relying solely on training abroad like before. 
Efforts made by other countries within the region, such as Ko-
rea, China, Singapore, Thailand, and Taiwan, in innovating 
doctoral programs to meet international standards will un-
doubtedly give us valuable lessons.

According to our own observations, the above countries have 
these common directions in their strategies for the renovation 
of doctoral programs: the goal is to reach international quality 
accreditation standards; the method is to conduct teaching in 
English and attract international PhD students, grant scholar-
ships to PhD students, and integrate PhD students with re-
search groups in the university; the requirements are that PhD 
students work full-time and often have to have additional 
teaching experience, as well as international publications in 
Clarivate/Scopus journals as a prerequisite for graduation. 

Interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary 
research
In the international academic world, interdisciplinary, multi-
disciplinary, and transdisciplinary research has now become 
an inexorable trend [17]. Those who do not catch up will 
most likely be left behind. This is inevitable and understand-
able for the following reasons. First, complex single-disciplin-

ary problems have either been entirely solved by earlier scien-
tists or cannot be solved by single-disciplinary approaches. 
Second, the topical issues of life are themselves interdisciplin-
ary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary; therefore, it is 
difficult to deal with those issues through a single-disciplinary 
approach. For historical reasons, higher education institutions 
in Vietnam, except for a few exceptional cases such as two 
Vietnam National Universities, are mainly single-disciplinary 
schools, which is a significant hindrance.

In recent years, we have started to see signs of many univer-
sities aiming to develop the multidisciplinary university mod-
el [18], which can be seen as a good sign. Some other strate-
gies to promote interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and trans-
disciplinary research are as follows: (1) prioritize funding for 
interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary re-
search; (2) prioritize research groups whose members have 
diverse academic backgrounds; (3) simplify the requirements 
when learners want to change majors/specializations (from 
undergraduate to master’s programs, from master’s to doctor-
al programs); and (4) open graduate training programs with 
interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary ori-
entations.

Conclusion

In recent years, Vietnam has made considerable progress in 
the field of international publishing, with Circular 08 playing, 
in our view, the most important role. The “publish or perish” 
nature of Circular 08 has forced Vietnamese scientists to ac-
celerate their productivity, resulting in an increasing number 
of international publications. In the future, there should be 
more strategies to support scholars who are expatriate return-
ees and domestic research groups, who have contributed sig-
nificantly to increasing the country’s international publication 
output. We also recommend that the government should fo-
cus on innovation in doctoral programs and the promotion of 
interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary re-
search.
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