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17C H A P T E R

University Leadership 
and Governance

Chorh Chuan Tan

I n a world faced with profound challenges and opportunities, and driven 
by rapid disruptive change, universities can play important transformative 
roles. This paper argues that to be able to do so successfully a key require-

ment is for universities to have a high degree of autonomy, tied to adequate 
and diversified funding, competition for resources and clear lines of account-
ability to stakeholders.

A WORLD OF BIG CHALLENGES, 
OPPORTUNITIES AND CHANGE

The major global challenges the world faces are familiar to most, ranging from 
climate change and environmental sustainability, to population pressures 
and demographic shifts, to income inequality and profound socio-political 
changes. (U.S. National Academy of Sciences, 2015)

The university landscape too has been impacted and transformed by pow-
erful global drivers, particularly globalization, intense competition across all 
sectors, the quickening pace of technological innovation and fundamental 
changes in demographics and societies.

These drivers have contributed to the re-shaping of the higher education 
sector in a number of key dimensions: (1) massification (i.e., the broadening of 
access to tertiary education to increasing numbers of students per birth cohort); 
(2) the proliferation of new, higher educational models, including private- 
sector providers, a much wider range of trans-national educational partnerships 
and new modes of learning, including on-line or blended learning; (3) greater 
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scrutiny and benchmarking of output and impact against a global field; and (4) 
dramatic increases in international student mobility.

Universities are also increasingly called upon to fulfil expanded roles by 
building R&D strengths and translating these efficiently to drive economic 
growth and competitiveness, promote entrepreneurship and address major 
societal issues and challenges.

UNIVERSITIES: BALANCING TENSIONS, MAKING 
CHOICES, BECOMING MORE NIMBLE

The implications for universities are great and growing. As universities seek 
to redesign their education, position their research, enhance their impact and 
strengthen their differentiation, they would need to become better and better 
at making good choices, balancing tensions and responding nimbly to a fluid 
external and internal environment. The following paragraphs outline some of 
the changing contexts within which universities operate.

Massification is one of the most powerful trends that is fundamentally 
changing the higher education landscape. Across the developed and develop-
ing world, nations are greatly expanding access and encouraging larger num-
bers of students to take up tertiary qualifications. Universal access, as defined 
by a Gross Enrolment Rate (GER) of 50% or higher (Varghese & Martin, 
2013), already applies across much of the OECD, and in parts of Asia, such 
as Korea and Japan.

In the year 2000, 2.38% of the world’s population aged 15 to 79, or an 
estimated 99.5 million, pursued higher education studies. This percentage 
reached 3.38% in 2009, and is projected to reach 8.68% or 520 million stu-
dents worldwide by 2035. A large proportion of this growth will come from 
Asia. In 2002, higher education enrolment in East Asia and the Pacific sur-
passed North America and Western Europe. By 2035, East Asia and Pacific 
will comprise 40% of total enrolment, with South and West Asia making up 
another 24% (Calderon, 2012). To illustrate, by 2020, the number of tertiary 
educated adults in China is projected to be equal to the total working popula-
tion of the U.S. — 195 million people (OECD, 2012).

In many developed countries, the expansion of higher education, as well 
as slower economic growth and greater expenditures in the health and social 
sectors, has resulted in an increasingly resource-constrained environment for 
universities (European University Association, 2011). In the U.S., high tui-
tion fees and burgeoning student debt have become major political and social 
issues (Bowen, 2012).

In less developed nations, the traditional structure of state-supported uni-
versities is often unable to upscale and upgrade quickly enough to support the 
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large and anticipated influx of students. Consequently, the private tertiary 
education sector has grown quickly and, in some countries, has become the 
predominant means of access to higher education. For example, Indonesia has 
83 public, but over 3,000 private higher-education institutions, accounting for 
more than 80% of the total market. In India, more than 50% of higher educa-
tion is delivered through the private sector (Asian Development Bank, 2011).

Technology has also had a strong impact on higher education. In particu-
lar, technology offers the prospect, still largely unrealized, of enabling further 
massification of education with high quality and without incurring the very 
substantial financial outlay associated with increasing and maintaining costly 
higher education institutions (Christensen et al., 2013).

There continues to be a positive correlation between a better-educated 
workforce with higher employment rates and higher wages. For example, 
the OECD reports, “relative earnings of tertiary-educated adults are over 1.5 
times that of adults with upper secondary education, while individuals with-
out an upper secondary education earn 25% less, on average, than their peers 
who have attained that level of education.” (OECD, 2013). The report adds 
that, in particular, well-qualified young workers will be able to enter a “high-
skills, high-wage” occupation stream, which will not only raise their living 
standards, but over time, strengthen their competitive position. Demand is 
expected to remain particularly high for graduates of STEM disciplines — 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (Chang, 2014).

On the other hand, however, rising graduate unemployment and under-em-
ployment are a major and growing problem in both developed as well as rap-
idly emerging economies such as China (Qi, 2012). Substantial mismatches 
between the skills possessed by graduates and the needs and demands of 
employers have also been reported, suggesting that many universities have 
not kept pace with the deep changes in the nature of work. (McKinsey Global 
Institute, 2012)

For universities, all these shifts pose very substantial challenges while 
opening up interesting opportunities. These include new institutional posi-
tioning, differentiation and strategies to attract the best students who today 
have a much wider range of choices; to maintain high educational quality and 
standards for a much larger student body; and to reduce skills mismatches and 
prepare graduates who are well equipped for the jobs market which itself is 
changing very rapidly and profoundly.

In an intensely competitive and resource-constrained environment, uni-
versities also have to place a stronger focus on growing (or maintaining) and 
diversifying their resource base.

At the same time, universities need to balance more and more complex 
tensions and choices across a wider range of areas: education and research; 
basic research and the demands for more immediate applied research; a broad 
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university agenda versus a more focused approach; and the relative prioritiza-
tion of short-term versus long-term issues and challenges.

INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY MATTERS

Several studies support the view that greater institutional autonomy is associ-
ated, under certain conditions, with stronger university performance based on 
indicators such as global rankings and output.

In the European Union, greater institutional autonomy is considered a key 
strategy for its higher education institutions to restructure and position them-
selves to compete and thrive in a changing environment. In its Scorecard 
II report (Eastermann, Nokkala & Steinel, 2011), the European University 
Association observed that autonomy is not a goal in itself, it is a vital precon-
dition for the success of Europe’s universities.

The Scorecard Report identifies autonomy along four key dimensions:

• academic autonomy (deciding on degree supply, curriculum and 
methods of teaching, deciding on areas, scope, aims and methods of 
research);

• financial autonomy (acquiring and allocating funding, deciding on 
tuition fees, accumulating surplus);

• organizational autonomy (setting university structures and statutes, 
making contracts, electing decision-making bodies and persons);

• staffing autonomy (responsibility for recruitment, salaries and promo-
tions). (Eastermann, Nokkala & Steinel, 2011, p. 9)

The Scorecard states that autonomy is not an objective measure, but a 
reflection of perceptions and indications along these four key parameters.

Interestingly, the United Kingdom ranks within the top grouping on all 
four clusters, which correlates with the overall sense that universities in the 
U.K. generally enjoy higher levels of autonomy than those on the continent.

While stressing that Europe’s higher education sector needs to move away 
from over-regulation and micro-management of universities, the EUA has 
emphasized that autonomy must be balanced with accountability, and that 
increased autonomy does not equate to an absence of regulation.

In the Salamanca Declaration of 2001, and again in the Graz Declaration 
of 2003, the EUA declared that: “Universities accept accountability and will 
assume the responsibility of implementing reform in close cooperation with 
students and stakeholders, improving institutional quality and strategic man-
agement capacity.” (Eastermann, Nokkala & Steinel, 2011)

In a separate study, Aghion et al. (2009) generated several measures of 
autonomy, governance and competition for research funding, and reported 
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that university autonomy and competition were positively correlated with 
university research output, both among European countries and among U.S. 
public universities. They also found that when state universities received a 
positive funding shock, they produced more patents if they are more autono-
mous and face more competition from private research universities. The data 
support their hypothesis that universities that are more autonomous and need 
to compete more for resources are also more productive. In their words, “these 
hypotheses — autonomy and competition — are intertwined both in prac-
tice and logically. There is little point and possibly some danger in giving 
universities great autonomy if they are not in an environment disciplined by 
competition for research funding, faculty and students. There is little point 
in promoting competition among universities if they do not have sufficient 
autonomy to respond with more productive, inventive or efficient programs”.

For Asia, the higher education landscape is very diverse, and differs mark-
edly across different countries. More developed and mature economies, such as 
Japan and South Korea, have very well regarded educational systems and high-
ly-ranked universities at a global level. Rapidly industrializing economies, such 
as Indonesia and Malaysia, are seeking to rapidly improve the scale and quality 
of their tertiary sector. Emerging economies such as Vietnam and Mongolia 
grapple with broadening access while raising quality, within constrained finan-
cial and manpower resources. Overall, autonomy for higher education insti-
tutions is part of a broader and more comprehensive higher education reform 
agenda being undertaken across Asia, with differing speeds and approaches.

In a World Bank paper comparing East Asian universities which have 
ranked well in the Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s Academic Ranking of 
World Universities (ARWU), four countries were highlighted as having strong 
performance, after factoring their total population and annual citations per 
population: Singapore, South Korea, Japan and China (in order of ranking) 
(Fiszbein & Ringold, 2012). The paper further noted that to achieve optimal 
results, institutional governance should not be considered in isolation from 
system-wide governance. National objectives, policies and regulatory robust-
ness are also key components to drive and support continued development. 
University autonomy in and of itself is “not sufficient for good governance”.

THE APPROACH IN SINGAPORE

Over the past two decades, the Singapore government has progressively given 
the publicly funded universities more autonomy while maintaining a strong 
level of funding support.

In 2006, the government corporatized the National University of Singapore 
and the Nanyang Technological University as not-for-profit companies limited 
by guarantee. The key goal was to allow greater autonomy for the universities 
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so that they could be more nimble and competitive to achieve excellence in 
education and research (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 2005).

Corporatization encompassed wide-ranging and fundamental changes 
involving organizational autonomy, financial arrangements and the evolution 
of the Ministry of Education’s role in supervising and monitoring the higher 
education sector.

Of particular importance was the establishment of the University’s Board 
of Trustees as the principal governing body. The relationship between the 
university and Ministry of Education was formalized through the Policy 
Agreement defined by the Ministry to which the universities must abide, and 
a Performance Agreement initiated by the university and agreed to by the 
Ministry, which sets out the goals, strategies and key thrusts and programs of 
the university over a five-year period, together with the indicators by which 
progress and performance would be tracked.

Corporatization was closely tied to an enhanced accountability and Quality 
Assurance Framework which included annual reviews by the Ministry and an 
in-depth evaluation of the university every five years.

I believe that this far-sighted and bold move by the Singapore govern-
ment has been a major enabling factor in the continuing strong progress of 
Singapore’s autonomous, publicly funded universities at both the local and 
global levels.

The next section outlines some of the most important implications and 
consequences of this corporatization initiative as exemplified by the experi-
ence of the National University of Singapore.

CORPORATIZATION: — THE EXPERIENCE OF THE 
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE

Corporatization has impacted virtually all aspects of NUS but for the purposes 
of this discussion, I will highlight three areas which I feel have been of great-
est significance.

Firstly, corporatization provided a powerful impetus for NUS to think fun-
damentally, boldly and long-term about its strategic positioning and goals. 
Corporatization also gave NUS the means by which these goals could be 
quickly and effectively translated into thrusts, programs and actions, as well 
as the nimbleness to adapt to changing circumstances.

Following corporatization, NUS established a new strategic planning cycle 
and integrated it closely with its resource allocation framework (covering 
funding, human resources and space). A much more robust and compre-
hensive monitoring system was also developed to track progress and under-
pin accountability. Corporatization also encouraged and enabled the much 
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longer-term planning necessary for transformative change, while allowing 
nimbleness to adapt and respond quickly in the shorter-term.

In mapping our goals and strategies, a major consideration was the incor-
poration of national interests, objectives and concerns into NUS plans and 
programs. We considered this to be an essential role of a national university 
and part of the university’s accountability to its stakeholders.

This does not imply a narrow mapping of NUS programs to articulated 
national goals. For example, NUS felt that it would far better serve the local 
community by being a global university centred in Asia, rather than an inwardly 
facing institution. Also, we believe it is important for the university to have 
within its portfolio of initiatives a good number which may be unconnected 
to shorter-term local interests. This is because the university needs to think 
independently about the future and how it can create value in the longer term.

Secondly, corporatization resulted in the substantial enhancement of pro-
fessional and administrative capabilities and the creation of new competen-
cies, necessary for competitiveness in the global higher education sector.

Nearly all functions in NUS were enhanced or revamped in the run-up to, 
and as a result of, corporatization. For example, the traditional Bursar’s function 
was fundamentally upgraded into new resource planning and financial services 
capabilities, that today encompass all funds budgeting, long-term financial 
planning, a long-range capital plan that extends 15 to 20 years, efficient treas-
ury functions, and so on. The campus infrastructure group was very substan-
tially strengthened to enable high quality physical planning and construction, 
facilities renewal, integration of environmental sustainability measures over a 
multi-year time frame. New capabilities that had to be built included a develop-
ment office to raise substantial philanthropic support and an investment office 
capable of providing good returns on NUS endowment investments.

Very importantly, corporatization further extended NUS human resource 
flexibility and responsiveness to effectively nurture, retain and attract tal-
ented faculty, staff and students in a vastly more competitive landscape.

Finally, corporatization is engendering a much stronger sense of collective 
ownership and participation amongst faculty, staff and students. It is impor-
tant to note that when we speak of autonomy, there is a question of where 
the “centre of gravity” of autonomy should best lie. One key consideration in 
this regard is the balance between centralization and decentralization within 
the university. In the case of NUS, our goal is to create a system and struc-
ture which enable individual faculty and staff initiative, and which encourage 
Schools to be dynamic, while preserving the ability to work together well 
towards collectively defined goals. This is not a simple task and requires con-
tinual attention. Overall, however, while this is difficult to measure, my own 
sense is that corporatization has contributed in a major and exciting way, to 
the growing dynamism and “can-do spirit” within the NUS community.
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