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Who influences higher education decision-making in Taiwan? An
analysis of internal stakeholders*
Sheng-Ju Chana and Chuing Choub

aGraduate Institute of Education, National Chung Cheng University, Chiayi County, Taiwan; bDepartment of
Education, National Chengchi University, Taipei City, Taiwan

ABSTRACT
In the past two decades, Taiwan has gone through a series of drastic higher
education transformations in response to the multi-faceted demands from
globalization and domestic social change. Among the driving forces, new
public management and neoliberal ideology have reshaped the nature
and culture of higher education in Taiwan. The current study focuses on
the broader internal stakeholders’ relationships to higher education
policy as they systematically engage with governance through decision-
making. We empirically explore who the main actors are that make
decisions at the ministerial level. The study identifies six key groups with
different characteristics and traits. Acting as coalitions, these groups
frequently influence policy formulation. Moreover, their influential paths
– identified as elite approach, professional engagement, and political
networking – jointly steer higher education decision-making. These
triangular paths serve as a valuable conceptual framework to
understand the complicated influential paths from internal stakeholders
who have affected Taiwan’s higher education policy.
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1. Introduction

Globalization and the entrenchment of neo-liberal ideology have had a profound impact on higher
education policy and governance, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region (Chou and Ching 2012). Many
higher education institutions (HEIs) are geared toward pursuing internationalization to strengthen
their global competitiveness and the achievement of world-class status, with the hope of increasing
their international visibility and educational markets (Lo 2014; Mok 2014). In order to maintain uni-
versity quality, the Taiwanese government not only strengthened its quality assurance system, but
also shifted its higher education governance philosophy from ‘government control’ to ‘government
supervision’ (Lo 2014). As the influence of globalization has reached higher education, Taiwanese uni-
versities have encountered increased pressure for global visibility and competitiveness, which in turn
plays a crucial role in attracting international talent, research collaboration, and resources (Chou 2008;
Shin 2013). In order to reform its higher education system, the Taiwanese government introduced
different strategies for benchmarking its leading universities’ research output with global standards
(Chou, Lin, and Chiu 2013). Many of these new higher education policies ultimately changed the aca-
demic culture and norms in an unprecedented way (Chan and Yang 2018). Such new policies include
the Top University Project in 2005 and the Teaching Excellence Project in 2006 (both were renewed in
2011). In addition, the Higher Education Sprout Project (HESP) was launched in 2017 with a NT$86.85
billion (USD2.9 billion) investment.
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Despite these major higher education policies initiatives in Taiwan over the past 15 years, few
studies have focused on how these policies were formulated due to the lack of robust data. The
top political leaders and senior civil servants were undoubtedly deeply involved in the drafting of
key policies; however, this article aims to explore how higher education policies are affected by
internal stakeholders as they are systematically engaged with governance via decision-making. We
empirically explore who the main internal stakeholders are that make major decisions in the minis-
tries. Furthermore the study will examine what were influential paths that were utilized by these sta-
keholders so as to consolidate their power during the decision-makingprocess. Our investigation into
these questions aims to fill the knowledge gap about how higher education policies in Taiwan are
formulated by the internal stakeholders.

2. Higher education governance, policy decision-making, and stakeholders

Like many East Asian countries, Taiwan also has a very strong tradition in state-led policy-making. It is
critical and essential to explore the more influential decision-makers during policy formulation. This
study aims to understand such a dynamic relationship between the Ministry of Education (MOE) and
other internal stakeholders. This section outlines the changing relationship among governance,
policy decision-making, and stakeholders in their different coalitions.

2.1. Higher education governance in Taiwan and policy decision-making

In recent decades, governance has been a hot issue as the government and the public are keen to
pursue more effective, accountable, and transparent mechanisms for universities (Shin 2018). Accord-
ing to Burton Clark’s model, three major forces shape the operation of the higher education sector:
state authority, academic oligarchy, and the market (Brenna 2010). These interaction of these forces
results in different types of governance models, including the bureaucratic, collegial, and corporate
models (Braun and Merrien 1999; McNay 1999). Taiwanese higher education was characterized as a
strong state-led governance model (Chan 2010), meaning that universities were seriously constrained
by the laws, rules, and regulations imposed by the state authority. However, since the 1990s, greater
autonomy and market forces seem to play a bigger role in the higher education sector. Although
national universities were not corporatized, much freedom was granted to individual institutions.
At the same time, greater market principles have been adopted to stimulate the operational effective-
ness and efficiency at the institutional level. The Taiwanese government preferred to utilize competi-
tive funding schemes to steer the development of universities from a distance. These extra funds,
except for regular grants allocated to universities, were deployed in the form of market competition
in achieving the prescribed governmental objectives. In other words, a mixed governance model is
preferred by the Taiwanese government as it can achieve two macro ideals simultaneously, that is,
institutional autonomy/freedom and national development.

As pointed out earlier, a mixed governance approach was adopted to regulate the behavior of uni-
versities in Taiwan (Chan and Yang 2018). Nevertheless, how is policy decision-making formed and
formulated? And who are the main actors of this process? Previous literature has maintained that
several forces shape higher education governance (Goedegebuure and de Boer 1996; Ness, Tand-
berg, and McLendon 2015). Inside the wider government, the MOE is responsible for policy-
making, with significant amount of influence from the legislation sector, jurisdiction sector, and
other horizontal ministries, such as labor, internal affairs, and sometimes finance ministries.
Outside the government, higher education policies are may also be shaped by mass media, NGOs,
educational associations, cultural communities, and even stakeholders. Therefore, a wide range of
forces may shape the direction of policy decision-making in Taiwanese higher education, as outlined.
According to Balbachevsky (2015), there are internal and external stakeholders in Brazilian higher
education; the former denotes the academic profession (including professional oligarch, scientific
community, unionized lectures, and private sector academics) and other internal stakeholders
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(such as student movement and unions, employee unions and central administration). The current
study is particularly interested in the broader internal stakeholders in relation to higher education
policy-making at the ministerial level. We also aim to examine how their influences and powers
affect decision-making based on a number of major policies or projects over the past 15 years.
These investigations would bring a better understanding of how internal stakeholders help to
govern the higher education sector through a participatory decision-making process (Goedegebuure
and de Boer 1996).

2.2. Conceptual framework: stakeholders as a coalition

As we have demonstrated, these internal stakeholders play a critical role in shaping the governance
and policy process in collaboration with policy-makers at the MOE. Although not within the formal
bureaucratic network, these key groups of individuals may embed their beliefs, values, and prefer-
ences into the policy design, formulation, and implementation. Therefore, these different groups
of actors need to be studied, and the various voices they represent in the society must be deciphered.
In addition to the stakeholder perspective, this study regards the advocacy coalition framework (ACF)
as an explanatory structure for the Taiwanese context. Sabatier (1998) defined an advocacy coalition
as people from various positions, which may include elected officials, interest groups, researchers,
and think tanks that have similar belief systems. According to Cairney (2012), the ACF seeks to
examine policy-making process that contains multiple actors and levels of government. In the
ACF, they see the policy-making process as a space for competition between various coalitions of
actors who advocate different beliefs about policy problems and solutions (Cairney 2012). Therefore,
the framework is also concerned with assessing conflicting goals and technical information in policy
processes (Pierce and Weible 2016). In other words, the focus will be directed to the competing inter-
actions among different advocacy coalitions in the policy-making process. In principle, our stake-
holder groups are coalitions with various characteristics, traits, preferences, and value orientations.
Based on the selected major policy initiatives in the past 15 years, we aimed at getting a better
sense of higher education governance and decision-making. The ACF is helpful in guiding our
current investigation as to who the main ‘coalitions’ are and how they shape the policy-making
process. Olofsson and Weible (2018) reviewed the application of this framework in the higher edu-
cation sector and maintained that this approach is an appropriate conceptual framework for exam-
ining higher education policy initiatives.

3. Research method

This article explores how higher education policies are affected by the internal stakeholders. In order
to identify these different groups of actors effectively, we used two major methods to collect our
empirical data: interviews and official documents (e.g. white papers, reports, and meeting
minutes). We interviewed six senior bureaucrats (at least at the rank of senior executive officer in
the MOE) who were responsible for the drafting of higher education policies and even making
decisions along with other top political leaders for the past 15 years. They were the main policy-draf-
ters with rich experiences and have firsthand knowledge of the decision-making processes in higher
education in Taiwan. Most of these interviewees worked in the Department of Higher Education,
Department of Technical and Vocational Education, and other related departments at the MOE.
Each interviewee was asked to respond to the following questions: Who are the most influential
groups or figures in the educational and academic communities with respect to higher education
decision-making at the ministerial level? How have they exercised their influences on the recent
major higher education policies (participation forms and channels)? How do various university pre-
sidents, educational groups, and unions influence the policy decision-making? They were also
asked to identify other groups or key figures that also play an active part in the process. The
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interviews were carried out between 15 February and 8 March 2020, and each session lasted approxi-
mately 35–70 min.

As far as official documents are concerned, we purposely collected the published policies, white
papers, projects documents, and meeting minutes. Some of these documents do list the names of
participants and members. They are regarded as important evidences to inform our conclusions as
to who has the power to influence the decision-making. In terms of the major policies from the
last 15 years, we focused on the Top University Project (2005), Teaching Excellence Project (2006),
Policy Blueprint on foreign student recruitment at higher education (2009), The Construction of
Higher Education Center in East Asia (2011), Whitepaper for Talent Cultivation (2013), Institutional
Closure/Withdraw (2017), and HESP (2017), among others. All these important schemes had signifi-
cant impacts on Taiwan’s higher education.

4. Six key internal stakeholders

This section presents empirical evidences showing how decision-making in higher education policies
over the past 15 years has been influenced by key internal stakeholders. According to the available
evidences, we can classify these stakeholders into six major groups according to their roles and func-
tions, as shown in Figure 1. They are well-known overseas Taiwanese scholars, Sinica academicians
(中央研究院院士), former senior MOE leaders/key scholars, top university presidents, national/
private university associations, and education unions. According to the ACF, these various coalitions
have their own values, preferences, and behaviors in their advocacy for certain policy formulation and
implementation. In examining their relative influences upon governmental decision-making among
these different groups, we also highlight how their influences impacted on specific higher education
policies.

Figure 1. Six key internal stakeholders influencing higher education policies.
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4.1. Well-known overseas Taiwanese scholars

This unique group of people retains substantial power over decision-making at the inter-ministerial
and ministerial levels in Taiwan. They are internationally famous scientists working at top universities,
particularly in the US. After their initial academic training in Taiwan, they had moved to Western
countries to earn their PhD degrees and then settled down overseas for years with remarkable
achievements. In other words, they are the elite in academia and sometimes even in administration.
As a unique coalition, these scholars have often been invited by the MOE and even the Executive
Yuan (行政院) to offer policy advice and made recommendations related to higher education in
Taiwan. As identified by our interviewees and official documents, they are key people who helped
to map out the blueprint for higher education (高等教育宏觀規劃委員會) since 2003. These
famous international Taiwanese scholars started by shaping the Top University Project in 2005,
serving as key consultants in designing and formulating such schemes. Their core values would be
academic excellence representing the symbol of international excellence and global perspectives
in influencing higher education policies.

4.2. Sinica academicians (中央研究院院士)

Based on their high academic status like the previous group, the Sinica academicians tend to act as
knowledge authority and local elite in advising or planning higher education policies. Academia
Sinica, as the preeminent academic institution in Taiwan and under the direct leadership of its pre-
sident (總統), consists of the most cutting-edge researchers in social sciences, humanities, and
sciences of the island-state. These scholars specialize in different disciplines with eminent records
in academic achievement. Like the previous group, they are frequently invited by the MOE and gov-
ernments to advise on new schemes and initiatives (e.g. the Top University Project) and on other
major issues (e.g. university mergers). Sometimes they even serve as reviewers for project proposals.
Therefore, they not only represent the knowledge authority, but also act as independent evaluators
of the performance of different universities.

4.3. Former senior MOE leaders/key scholars

Armed with practical administrative experiences and even interpersonal connections to previous
technical bureaucrats, some former senior MOE leaders are considered to be key internal stake-
holders influencing decision-making. They are widely recognized as having personal knowledge
with regards to policy history, delicate decision-making dynamics, and hands-on experiences
(Ozmen 2010). They were consulted from time to time by the current MOE policy-makers as well
as some political leaders.

In addition, several key scholars/researchers having the full trust of high political figures or organ-
izations can be identified. They are authorized to be deeply involved in the decision-making process
at the MOE in order to advise on the appropriateness of proposed policies (Interviewees A and D).
Given their strong political connections, their involvement is quite extensive and sometimes even
at the operational level and technical issues. They serve as bridges to ensure that certain political
objectives are achieved at the ministerial level (Interviewees A and F). According to the ACF, this
coalition is a quasi-MOE who are well-informed and have direct influence on certain policies.

4.4. Top university presidents

As a mature democratic country, leaders of top HEIs are frequently engaged in the policy-making
process (some of them are also Sinica academicians). Nearly all interviewees acknowledged that
these presidents were key players when drafting new policies and schemes. The MOE needs their
input regularly in order to formulate appropriate and feasible policies before formal implementation.
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Their participation can be found at multiple levels and they also play a prominent role in the tech-
nicality of various policies so as to ensure smooth implementation. They are engaged in a wide
range of decision-making processes, ranging from debating, drafting, reviewing, and formulating
plans to actively participating in the implementation of the plans. From time to time, these
leading presidents also express their concerns and opinions through the mass media or professional
organizations, which might have a direct impact upon final policies. These top university presidents
are usually involved in policies that deal with financial allocations, student quotas, and institutional
mergers (Interviewees E and F).

4.5. University associations

University associations comprise different types of institutions representing various interests. In the
Taiwanese context, there are four types of university associations. Interviewees C and E pointed out
that they have the power to influence policies through collective opinions and negotiations with the
government. Furthermore, some associations have often expressed their concerns through media
exposure on certain issues, such as recruiting international students (Interviewee B). In general, the
MOE is open to interact with these professional organizations for policy advice and implementation
efforts. Private university associations tend to focus on issues such as tuition fees, teacher issues, and
institutional governance while the national university associations are more concerned with financial
allocation or even institutional mergers.

4.6. Education unions

Finally, another emerging influential stakeholder is education unions. These organizations include
individual teachers and faculty and they play a monitoring role for government policies. Their con-
cerns center on teacher evaluations, faculty welfare/well-being, and working conditions (Interviewees
A and C). In recent years, institutional closures/withdrawals due to Taiwan’s declining birth rate have
become a major concern and education unions are directly involved on these policies (Interviewee F).
As observed, the channels that education unions use to influence policies are entirely different from
the previous five groups. They usually mobilize teachers, launch movements, hold press conferences,
and even file lawsuits in order to exert their influence. This coalition aims to protect teachers’ benefits,
welfare, and work conditions.

Sometime such a position contradicts the stance held by the elite scholars and university presi-
dents, who always prioritize institutional objectives (Interviewees E and F) instead of personal
interests.

5. Influential paths of internal stakeholders: a three-force model

After discussing the six major groups of stakeholders, we now turn to how they exercise their
influence. What are the major paths by which stakeholders are able to exert their power during
the decision-making process or the ways they exert their influence? Interviewees described three
major paths, as shown in Figure 2: elite approach, professional engagement, and political networking.
Internal stakeholders may utilize more than one influential path, depending on their roles and func-
tions. Therefore, a specific type of stakeholder can mobilize different influential paths. For example,
top university presidents as academic elite can also exercise political networking. These three forces
can dynamically drive the formation of policy-making simultaneously. At the same time, although this
three-force model of internal stakeholders is based on the Taiwanese context, it might be applicable
to other Asian societies with a similar culture.
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5.1. Elite approach

Our empirical evidence has shown that some major players in higher education are elite in nature.
Prestigious overseas scholars and Sinica academicians are the top leaders in their academic fields.
This elite approach can also be applied to the top university presidents as they also occupy the
apex of an academic hierarchy. For the legitimacy of the decision-making process, their engagement
increases credibility and respectability while promoting macro polices such as the HESP (高等教育深

耕計畫) because prestigious overseas scholars represent an international perspective (Interviewees E
and F). Moreover, their opinions in Taiwan tend to be considered as reliable and authoritative due to
the Confucian culture (Chan and Yang 2017). Similarly, Sinica academicians’ participation is a power-
ful tool to justify that the policies are formed and supported by high-level intellectuals in Taiwan.
Such an image, reflecting the cultural uniqueness in Asian countries, explains the differences in
the decision-making process between the East and the West where leading academics are rarely
invited to express their views and ideas. This influential path indeed illustrates that the general
process of decision-making in higher education is definitely influenced by the elites in Taiwan.

5.2. Professional engagement

Another notable path is professional engagement. As mentioned earlier, university associations and
education unions are primarily representatives of the power of professionals in Taiwan. However,
these two groups have starkly different positions. The university associations are much more coop-
erative with policy-makers whereas the unions tend to be more confrontational (Interviewees B and
F). Nevertheless, both these groups gain their power from their expertise and professional knowl-
edge. In addition, former senior MOE leaders are also professionally oriented in terms of their exten-
sive practical experiences in policy-making. In brief, university associations specialize in operating

Figure 2. The influential paths of internal stakeholder: a three-force model.
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universities while unions are experts in faculty issues. All these features contribute to professional
engagement, albeit in different ways.

5.3. Political networking

The final path is political networking. As discussed earlier, some key scholars and university presi-
dents exert strong influence on policy-making because their ideological positions are in line with
the ruling party at the time. If this alignment exists, then political networking can effectively drive
policy. In addition, there is a softer version of political networking, that is, the linkage between
local development and the higher education sector. The university plays a critical role in boosting
regional development. Some local politicians, such as lawmakers and university leaders, might
work together to pursue specific objectives in higher education. For example, increasing the pro-
vision of medical doctors in some regions is a case in point on how political networking had
influenced the higher education decision-making process (Interviewees A, D and E). To sum up, pol-
itical networking can be identified as a distinctive force in shaping higher education policies.

6. Conclusion

Our research findings show that internal stakeholders have been influencing higher education pol-
icies in Taiwan for the past 15 years. Using their own channels, different groups of internal stake-
holder work as coalitions to exercise their power over the direction of higher education policy.
Their main concern and advocacy vary according to their distinctive roles and functions. They all
have their own positions and agenda as discussed in Section 4. For instance, education unions are
concerned with the faculty welfare and would compete with other stakeholders in the policy-
making process (Pierce and Weible 2016). These various coalitions dynamically shape the policy
decision-making as the predicted by the ACF. Therefore, at the conceptual level, the ACF retains
explanatory power in illustrating such dynamics in the Taiwanese context.

Our analysis proposes a three-force model to describe the influential paths which different internal
stakeholders mobilized in the Taiwanese context. Surprisingly, the academic elite (including inter-
national Taiwanese scholars) have been a very strong force in steering Taiwanese higher education
policy. This is quite different from similar situations in Western countries where such group of internal
stakeholders tends to be regarded as experts or specialists in an academic subject rather than plan-
ners or decision-makers for the higher education system. Their unique role deserves greater investi-
gation in terms of policy formulation.

Professional engagement for the past 15 years has become a regular feature in the policy-making
process. Their roles are relatively diverse, but critical when implementing policy. In addition, political
networking has become increasingly important in Taiwan. It is similar to the lobbying behavior in the
United States (Cook 1998), but in a more subtle and implicit manner in Taiwan. Very few studies have
been directed to this decision-making process in the East Asian region. Our analysis serves as a useful
conceptual framework for understanding the complicated influential paths of internal stakeholders.
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