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CHAPTER FOUR 

4 STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION 

SECTOR IN CAMBODIA
15

 

 

Abstract 

This article examines how stakeholders involve themselves in the higher education sector in 

donor-dependent Cambodia and to what extent and with what result these stakeholders 

succeed to collaborate, or fail to do so. This study is based on qualitative data from semi-

structured interviews with 46 key research participants from relevant institutions representing 

the major stakeholders in the sector. The triple helix model, advocating a close government-

university-industry collaboration, is employed as a guiding tool for data analysis. The study 

identifies four categories of stakeholders in the sector, namely government, development 

partners, higher education institutions, and the industries. The stakeholders contribute to the 

sector in diverging ways and at different levels. Despite their involvement, collaboration 

among stakeholders has remained very limited, impeding the advancement of the sector. 

Thus, stakeholder collaboration, as postulated in the triple helix model, has yet to emerge in 

the Cambodian context. 

Keywords: higher education; knowledge-based economy; stakeholder; triple helix model; 

collaboration 
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 This chapter is a journal article co-authored with Prof. Dr. Heidi Dahles, and it is published as Sam, 

C., & Dahles, H. (2015). Stakeholder involvement in the higher education sector in Cambodia. Studies 

in Higher Education, 1-21. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2015.1124851 
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4.1 Introduction 

The emergence of the knowledge-based economy and rapidly changing market demands have 

made higher education (HE) increasingly important to produce qualified people to enhance 

national competitiveness (Welch, 2011). The World Bank (2000) claimed that HE has 

become a necessity for the survival and national socio-economic development of modern 

society. Consequently, the Cambodian government has begun to focus on the HE sector as 

reflected in the first comprehensive Higher Education Quality and Capacity Improvement 

Project (HEQCIP) 2010-2015 (co-funded by the government and the World Bank), the 

National Strategic Development Plan 2014-2018, and the Higher Education Vision 2030. 

Such an emphasis corresponds with Cambodia’s Development Vision 2030 to become a 

lower-middle income country by 2018 and an upper-middle income country by 2030 (Khieng 

& Chhem, 2015). Cambodia thus aims to build its HE sector in order to develop well-rounded 

individuals capable of living and working in the knowledge-based society (MoEYS, 2014c). 

Hence, basic education alone cannot help realize the country’s development vision as 

Cambodia’s economy is moving toward a knowledge-based future. 

 However, having endured civil war and a genocidal regime (1975–1979), Cambodia 

has become heavily dependent on foreign aid for development (Khieng, 2014), a dependence 

which includes its education sector (Ayres, 2000). Dy (2015) asserts that, notwithstanding the 

inflow of external assistance into the education sector after the United Nations-led general 

elections in 1993, HE has remained underdeveloped and in urgent need of support. 

Noticeably, donor support only recently manifested itself as an engine for advancing 

Cambodia’s HE. Through donor funding, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) came to 

involve themselves in education, particularly in primary education and, to a much lesser 

extent, in HE. The development of the HE sector requires a comprehensive approach which 

the Cambodian government by itself is incapable of providing for lack of financial resources, 

knowledge and experience. The involvement of different stakeholders including donors, the 

private sector and government is required to upgrade Cambodia’s HE sector in order to 

prepare the country for its participation in the Asian Common Market. In this sense, an 

analysis of stakeholder engagement in the Cambodian HE sector is opportune in order to 

investigate whether the triple helix model, (advocating the close collaboration between 

university, government and industry), is able to emulate the progress that it prompted in 

western HE (C. Sam & van der Sijde, 2014). Scrutinizing the relevance of this model for 

Cambodia, two questions will be raised: (1) how do stakeholders involve themselves in the 
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Cambodian HE sector? And, (2) to what extent and with what result do these stakeholders 

succeed to collaborate? 

In 2013, the Cambodian Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) 

established the Higher Education Technical Working Group (HETWG) to mobilize different 

actors including government officials, rectors from a number of public HEIs, representatives 

of private HEIs, donor agencies, NGOs and the private sector. This working group constitutes 

a crucial discussion forum for stakeholders to address HE issues in order to advance the 

sector. Moreover, over the last few years, some workshops, policy-roundtable discussions, 

and seminars have been conducted to involve stakeholders from relevant institutions to share 

ideas and to discuss how to boost the sector. Nonetheless, stakeholder collaboration in the 

sector has remained rather limited. Nith (2013) notes that there is a disconnection between 

HEIs and the private sector, and only few HEIs have program linkages with the industries. 

Furthermore, a number of research studies have been conducted on HE in Cambodia (e.g. 

Chet, 2006, 2009; Dy, 2013a, 2013b; Kwok et al., 2010; Sen, 2013, etc.). However, these 

studies tend to overlook the stakeholder issue. This article makes an attempt at filling the 

knowledge gap regarding stakeholder collaboration – or the absence thereof – in the 

Cambodian HE sector. 

 This article is structured as follows. The next section presents a conceptual framework 

for the study. The article then proceeds with the methodology section to clarify the 

underlying assumptions, research methods, data analysis and ethical issues. This is followed 

by an empirical section that describes the involvement of stakeholders in the HE sector in 

Cambodia. The article then proceeds with a critical analysis of the stakeholder involvement 

and collaboration in the sector. To conclude, the article summarizes the key findings and 

offers some thoughts on how to promote stakeholder collaboration for the HE quality 

improvement in Cambodia in transition toward a knowledge-based society. 

4.2 Toward a conceptual framework 

4.2.1 Evolution of the triple helix model: stakeholder concept 

The emerging triple helix model of innovation suggests patterns for an advanced university-

industry-government interaction, which captures the transformation toward a knowledge-

based economy in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century (Etzkowitz & Dzisah, 

2007). The model postulates that collaboration between university, industry and government 
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as relatively equal partners is the key to innovation and development in a knowledge-based 

society (Etzkowitz, 2002, 2003a; Etzkowitz & Dzisah, 2007; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 1999; 

Etzkowitz et al., 2000). Such collaboration paves the way for the three stakeholder groups to 

help improve each other’s performance with the university as the leading institution 

(Etzkowitz, 2002, 2008). Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) stress that the university plays a 

critical and challenging role in leading innovation initiatives in a knowledge-based society 

due to the increasing demands on academic institutions. Basically, the university operates as 

“a source of new knowledge and technology, the generative principle of knowledge-based 

economies”; the industry as “the locus of production”; and the government as “the source of 

contractual relations that guarantee stable interactions and exchange” (Etzkowitz, 2003a, p. 

295). 

The triple helix model of innovation suggests a transformed collaboration between the 

three entities, with each “taking the role of the other” in some way (Etzkowitz, 2003a, 2008). 

Each institution plays integrated and sometimes overlapping roles while maintaining its own 

core mission and distinct identity. In this model, universities generate, preserve and transmit 

knowledge as their core missions, perform as entrepreneurs, provide governance, and support 

firm formation and technology transfer. The government is responsible for establishing rules 

and regulations and funding new enterprises in the form of venture capital. The industries 

produce goods and services, provide high-level training in their area of expertise, and 

undertake research and development activities. 

 However, the model is not inherently innovative. It originates from two different 

institutional arrangements: a statist and a laissez-faire model (Etzkowitz, 2003a, 2008; 

Etzkowitz & Dzisah, 2007). The former features dominant government control over 

university and industry, while the latter suggests that the three actors operate separately or 

interact to a limited extent across institutional boundaries. The laissez-faire model projects a 

separate and competitive operation of each institution with rather narrowly defined 

interactions among the three actors (Etzkowitz, 2003a). These interactions may take place 

only within strict boundaries and indirectly through an intermediary. Under a laissez-faire 

model, the government intervenes only in the case of market failure (Etzkowitz, 2008) 

(Figure 4.1). 
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Figure 4.1: From statist and laissez-faire to triple helix of innovation 

 

 Despite the wide-spread use of the triple helix model to study university-industry-

government interactions in a knowledge-based society, the model does not adequately capture 

issues emerging from the increasing commercialization of scientific research findings 

(Tuunainen, 2002). These issues come in various forms: “(1) ownership of intellectual 

property rights, (2) the industrial collaboration and difficulties of transferring the research 

results to the market, and (3) the failed attempt of creating a hybrid community between the 

research group and the spin-off company” (Tuunainen, 2002, p. 36). Eun et al. (2006) assert 

that the model bears minimal relevance to the context of developing countries, where 

industries tend to depend on developed countries for standardized products and research, and 

where universities are likely to apply knowledge imported from advanced countries. 

As the mainstream literature of HE applies the triple helix model for the purpose of 

analysing stakeholder interaction, stakeholders are basically classified into three groups: 

university, government and industry. However, when examining stakeholder involvement in 

Cambodia’s HE sector, the first noticeable factor is the prominent presence of donors, a 

stakeholder that is not acknowledged in the commonly used triple helix model. Evidently, 

Cambodia depends on international donors – so-called development partners – in many areas 

(e.g. Bräutigam, 2000; Godfrey et al., 2002; Sato et al., 2011), and education is no exception. 

During the 1990s and 2000s, funding from international donors went to the development of 

basic education in particular, leaving HE under-prioritized (Dy, 2015). Only recently have 



94 
 

multilateral and bilateral donors started to turn their attention to HE. Policy dialogue and joint 

decision-making between the MoEYS and its development partners are promoted through the 

HETWG under a Joint Technical Working Group (JTWG) (Dy, 2015). Despite this, NGOs 

tend to be more engaged in primary education and other sectors although they do have a stake 

in HE in some, albeit limited, ways. Noticeably, NGOs are also HETWG members. 

Therefore, the current study extends the triple helix model to accommodate four categories of 

stakeholders in the Cambodian HE sector: government, HEIs, industry and development 

partners (donor agencies and NGOs), thus, constituting a “quadruple helix model” as a 

conceptual framework. 

4.3 Research methodology 

This empirical study is based on qualitative research, employing a phenomenological 

approach to inquiry. Ontologically, the study views the stakeholder involvement and 

collaboration in the HE sector as multiple realities, socially constructed through the 

perception and experience of the stakeholders. In this sense, reality tends to vary according to 

place and time. The subjectivity in the responses constitutes an instrument to find out about 

the multiplicity of realities. Based on the nature of this study, social constructivism serves to 

answer the above research questions. Hence, an interpretative approach is employed to 

explore the actual phenomena regarding stakeholder involvement and collaboration in the HE 

sector in Cambodia by using both participants’ and researchers’ understandings. 

The qualitative research comprises a series of interviews with 46 research participants 

as the main method of data collection. Interviews are an effective means to explore 

individuals’ viewpoints (Schostak, 2006). Purposive and snowball sampling has been 

employed to select key participants. Most participants were identified based on their relevant 

academic and professional experience and active involvement in the sector, while others were 

selected based on the recommendations of the participants and researchers in the same 

domain. Patton (2002) asserts that purposive sampling is a powerful method used in 

qualitative studies to gather rich data about the issues of inquiry. Similarly, snowball 

sampling is an effective approach to find information-rich participants and critical cases. 

Noticeably, the research participants are from government institutions, donor agencies, the 

private sector and public and private HEIs (for an overview of participants, see Appendix 

4.1). As most of them are Cambodians, most of the interviews were conducted in Khmer, the 

first author’s native language, in order to obtain an in-depth understanding of the key issues 
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through both verbal and non-verbal language. The interviews were voice recorded and then 

transcribed and translated into English by the first author. Most interviews were conducted in 

the period December 2012 to December 2013, although subsequent interviews were 

conducted in 2014. 

Noticeably, data from different stakeholder perspectives form a crucial type of 

‘triangulation of perspectives’ (Flick, 2004, 2009), which is considered a strategy to improve 

the quality of qualitative inquiry and data analysis. The qualitative data from the interviews 

were translated, transcribed and imported into NVivo 10, which is applied as a tool to store, 

code, retrieve, compare and link the data in order to ensure that all the relevant data are used 

exhaustively across all the transcripts. The analysis of the data follows the thematic coding 

approach. The relevant data are incrementally coded under the following themes: roles, 

influence, interventions of government, donor, HEI, industry and NGOs, and stakeholder 

interaction. Further coding under each theme allows the researchers to identify the issues in 

greater detail. In order to provide evidence to the findings, a number of key relevant quotes 

are extracted from the interviews to serve as exemplary quotes. The quotes are listed under a 

code to protect the identity of the interview participants. 

The triple helix model is adopted as the guiding tool for data analysis. The qualitative 

data extracted from the interviews inevitably involve biases and the value-laden nature of 

information. The biases and values shape the description of the research findings in this 

article. Analytically, the researcher’s interpretation is included in conjunction with the 

interpretations of the research participants. Creswell (2013) asserts that interpretation either 

supports or contrasts with knowledge established in academic literature. The findings are thus 

followed by discussion, linking the researcher’s interpretation with the research literature 

developed by other scholars in the field as elaborated in the literature review that precedes the 

data gathering. 

Several measures were employed to warrant the integrity and ethical standard of the 

study. All the data for the study were collected with great attentiveness to confidentiality, 

privacy, and voluntariness. In this regard, an informed consent form was developed to 

provide the research participants with information pertaining to research background, aim, 

confidentiality, and voluntary participation. The consent form was presented to each of them 

to request their permission for the interviews. Moreover, the researcher asked permission 

from each interviewee to voice record the interview for in-depth analysis in addition to 
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handwritten notes taken during the interview. The interviewees were assured that the 

information provided and recorded would be protected from third party interference and used 

for this research purpose only. All data were collected and analysed carefully to ensure the 

accuracy and reliability of the findings and to achieve trustworthiness and transparency of 

how the data were used in the study. 

4.4 Research findings 

4.4.1 Roles of stakeholders in the Cambodian HE sector 

Starting from four categories of stakeholders in the Cambodian HE sector (government, 

HEIs, industries and development partners), each category is viewed to play a role in this HE 

sector despite their limited collaboration. The only close interaction that exists among the 

stakeholders is between the government and development partners. This empirical section 

describes in detail the stakeholder involvement in the HE sector in Cambodia. 

4.4.1.1 The government 

The interviews reveal that the role of the government in the HE sector is interpreted 

differently from different stakeholder perspectives. According to some stakeholders, the 

government is a navigator for the development of Cambodia, a policy initiator, policy maker, 

professional service provider, facilitator, and regulator in the broad realm of the HE sector in 

the country. According to others, the government only reacts to developments initiated by 

third parties and acts as both active and passive policy implementer. 

The government, and in particular the MoEYS, is widely seen as setting development 

priorities and policies so that donors can support the sector accordingly. Interviewees view 

the MoEYS, specifically the Department of Higher Education (DHE), as a policymaker, who 

has to coordinate policies with other ministries to formulate HE policies for human resources 

development. However, its coordinating role remains a challenge mainly due to the 

fragmented HE governance system
16

 in operation. Such a challenging ministerial 

coordination, along with a lack of policy directions and resources, causes the MoEYS to have 

limited authority to oversee and monitor the progress and effectiveness of policy 

                                                           
16

 HEIs in Cambodia are supervised by 14 government institutions, 57% of which are under the supervision of 

the MoEYS (You, 2012). 
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implementation. The National Supreme Council of Education
17

, adopted in the education law 

and expected to ease the coordination among the ministries, has yet to leave its mark on the 

sector. Over the last few years, the government has started to take policy initiatives for HE, 

namely governance and financing policy, to mitigate the dependence on the donors. 

Nevertheless, in practice, donors remain influential in decision making due to their technical 

and financial support. 

 As the interviews reveal, the role of the MoEYS has shifted from acting as a control 

agent to providing professional service. However, due to the lack of skills, commitment, and 

resources, its technical support to HEIs is limited, which relegates the role of the MoEYS to a 

simple facilitator. Meanwhile, the MoEYS is also known as a regulator for the sector. Despite 

this role, the MoEYS is perceived to have a laissez-faire attitude in its regulations. That is, it 

allows HEIs to manage themselves, offering little support after issuing a license to them. 

 Some interviewees consider the Cambodian government as inert, a reactor. This is 

illustrated by the ways in which privatization of the HE sector has come about. The change 

toward privatization has been initiated by entrepreneurial individuals who obtained 

government permission for the operation of private HEIs and for public HEIs to charge fees. 

Similarly, the government is perceived as a passive recipient that merely accepts or rejects 

ideas rather than initiating them. This is reflected in the establishment of the Accreditation 

Committee of Cambodia (ACC), which originally is a donor initiative. The World Bank made 

the allocation of loans and grants to the Cambodian HE sector conditional on the 

establishment of the ACC as an independent body. The government, however, brought the 

ACC under the direct control of the Council of Ministers. 

 The interviews indicate that market trends and future needs in HE are unchartered and 

that the MoEYS has no strategy to address this hiatus or to consider what kind of curricula 

should be developed for HEIs. Some interviewees see the government’s roles as being 

divided between its policy commitment and actual implementation. In other words, while it is 

committed to its policy and strategic plans, in reality it appears to have not done much in 

terms of budget allocation, technical support and time management (Table 4.1). 

  

                                                           
17

 It shall be led by the Prime Minister. It shall function to propose policies and long-term strategies for the 

social and economic development, evaluate the education sector, and mobilize resources needed for the sector.  
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Table 4.1: Roles of the government 

Roles of the 

government 

(# of 

responses) 

Exemplary quotes 

Development 

navigator (5) 

-  Nowadays, we can also reject the aid from the donor countries if there is no 

harmonization and alignment with us [the government]... if the government sets no 

priority on HE, donors will not come to help HE. (ID=P01) 

-  Usually, donors have come with their own agenda. However, there is a negotiation 

for a compromise so that both [the government and donors] can work together… It 

does not mean that they just come to impose agenda on us [the government] to 

implement. (ID=P09) 

Policy maker 

(10) 

-  …it [the MoEYS] makes the policy on higher education vision 2030. It is the first 

time that the HE sector has a clear long-term vision, which is linked to the 

Cambodia vision 2030. (ID=P03) 

-  …we [the MoEYS] try to approach [relevant government institutions] to obtain 

information … so that we can make a clear higher education policy. (ID=P02) 

Policy 

initiator (8) 

-  It [research policy] comes from the government as it has seen the need of higher 

education not only in knowledge dissemination but also in knowledge creation. 

(ID=P09) 

-  … we [donor] just give ideas about the steps to come up with a particular policy. 

(ID=P11) 

Professional 

service 

provider 

(10) 

 

-  We [DHE] facilitate, manage, empower them [HEIs], sometimes guide them…. It 

is thus mixed without any clear-cut duties…. DHE examines the strategic plans of 

HEIs and their annual operation plans. (ID=P02) 

-  Instead of going to each HEI to find their mistakes, they [the MoEYS staff] start to 

find what can be done to help them [HEIs]. (ID=P11) 

Facilitator 

(5) 

-  The role of the government has been limited to a simple facilitator due to the lack 

of resources. (ID=P03) 

-  There are 60 staff members in DHE, but there are only about 20 people who are 

actually industrious and committed to work despite a low salary… most 

administrators who are recruited to work in this department are originally teachers. 

(ID=P04) 

Regulator 

(11) 

-  The ministry [MoEYS] makes regulations to apply and coordinate with donors and 

work together with other ministries. (ID=P01). 

-  The MoEYS is responsible for giving licenses to HEIs. (ID=P28) 

-  As long as they get money from it [the opening of HEIs], they let it happen. There 

is very little control. (ID=P15) 

Reactor (3) -  It was not the government that achieved it [privatization of HE]; it was the bright 

young people who emerged in the mid-1990s, who saw an opportunity … in the 

last 15 years, it was the more entrepreneurial people who actually achieved that 

change… the government was not making policies. (ID=P13) 

-  [The establishment of the ACC] is not the government’s initiative; it is the donor’s 

initiative. The government is just a passive recipient in saying yes or no. (ID=P15) 

Policy 

implementer 

(15) 

-  Since I have started the project with the government, it has made its great effort… 

Thus we decided to offer the package of USD 23 million project based on its effort 

on the previous project. (ID=P11) 

-  When we look at the evidence of the budget, from other support, from the time 

management they provide, I’d say that they are not doing what they say they are 

doing. (ID=P15) 
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4.4.1.2 Development partners 

Development partners encompass bilateral donors including international development 

agencies and multi-lateral donors such as development agencies of the United Nations, the 

World Bank, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), and the European Union (EU). 

Development partners may also involve the non-governmental organizations (NGOs) who 

work as executive development agencies whose operation is largely dependent on the donor 

funding. 

Donor agencies: Donors are widely viewed as the government’s development 

partners in financial and technical support, initiators and contributors in the HE sector 

development. At the same time, they are perceived as inhibitors in the HE development 

process. Donors usually work with the government as development partners. They are 

generally regarded as initiators and contributors that act as catalysts in urging the government 

to reform or restructure HE for improvement. For example, due to the low quality of 

secondary education, donors pushed the government to establish the foundation year program 

(commencing in 2005) prior to the bachelor program, and to form the ACC for quality 

improvement. They urged the government to draft an education law and a legal framework 

for HE. Moreover, donors help a public HEI realize their initiatives through their financial 

and technical support. In addition, they are often involved in facilitating the project or policy 

implementation to make sure that the ministry is on the right track. 

 The interviews also show that donors have played an important role in providing a 

direct and indirect support to develop the Cambodian HE sector. Some examples of direct 

support include funds provided for the HEQCIP, with the money allocated for training and 

staff capacity development for the ACC, DHE, and HEIs. Through the project, research 

grants have been made available to HEIs, which submit applications for research funding. 

Technical assistance has also been provided through international and national consultants. 

Donor assistance is manifest in the education law and other regulations for the sector 

development through technical advisors. In other words, they help bring in new ideas and 

independent views to support the HE sector. In an indirect sense, donors have allowed many 

Cambodian people to study locally and overseas for short- and long-term periods. Donors 

provide scholarships to unlock their potentials and develop their skills and knowledge to 

contribute to the sector development. Other donors fund research on HE, with the aim of 

providing recommendations to the government. They also provide resources such as books 
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for libraries, facilities, and funds to conduct research to inform policy. The support from 

donors is also apparent in bilateral partnerships with some HEIs to improve the quality of 

their programs. For instance, donors provide capacity building programs, and send visiting 

professors to work in newly established programs at some public HEIs so that the program 

quality will meet regional standard and gain recognition. In addition, an overseas network 

university is considered another type of donor, providing research partnership, exchange 

programs, and curriculum development. 

 Despite playing supporting roles, donors are also perceived as impeding the sector 

development due to their new ideas considered foreign and irrelevant to the Cambodian 

context. For instance, after the elections in 1993, Cambodia came to rely on foreign 

consultants for the Education Strategic Plans 2003-2006 and 2006-2010 which were mainly 

written by these foreign consultants. The plans were all in English and translated into Khmer. 

However, the translated versions were not clearly understood and, therefore, inadequately 

implemented. Moreover, national technical advisors are promoted in the HEQCIP instead of 

foreigners to bring practical local views for policy development and implementation (Table 

4.2). 

Table 4.2: Roles of donors 

Roles of donors  

(# of responses) 

Exemplary quotes 

Supporter (14) -  Donors need to put their hands in the country development due to limited public 

funding and limited capacity and commitment of the government’s officials. 

(ID=P46) 

-  [Donor] helps a lot in terms of capacity building by sending people to study 

overseas and locally and provide funding to support the sector. (ID=P09) 

-  We [donor] provide an advisory technical assistance for education law, some 

regulations and criteria for HE… through our technical advisors. (ID=P12) 

Initiator (9) -  Foundation year and ACC are established under donors’ initiatives. I think the 

first thing is donors take the initiatives. We tend not to have any ideas. (ID=P22) 

-  …almost all initiatives in higher education are donors’ initiatives. The 

government seems to sit back and say yes or no or accept or reject…. (ID=P15) 

Contributor (13) -  Without donors, the policies such as research and staff development cannot be 

implemented. (ID=P05) 

-  [Donor] is not only an assistant but also a driver to guide the government to the 

right direction. (ID=P46) 

-  Donors bring a change which is somehow perceived as pain for Cambodian 

people to follow but such a change is needed for the improvement of Cambodian 

HE. (ID=P08) 

Inhibitor (4) -  … they do not clearly understand our culture and they try to force us to do what 

they want. The donors try to change Cambodians’ mind-sets without clearly 

understanding Cambodian culture. Mostly, they read books about Cambodia and 

come to work for Cambodia for 3 or 6 months. (ID=P38) 

-  Usually, donor agencies come with their agenda, so if we can’t do to reach their 

minimum agenda, the grants will not be offered. (ID=P09) 
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Non-governmental organizations: NGOs, through donor funding, have appeared to be 

engaged in the HE sector albeit in limited ways as employers and internship providers of 

graduates and undergraduates, scholarship providers, and trainers. Noticeably, donor funding 

has been channelled through NGOs as executive agents to assist the government for 

development in many sectors, including education. The interviews reveal that some NGOs 

connect themselves with relevant departments within a public HEI on a research project 

rather than collaborating with a HEI as a whole. Further, NGOs are known as employers, 

providing job and internship opportunities in different fields for university graduates to gain 

practical experience and training. Some NGOs act as private donors, offering scholarships to 

students to study at HEIs, while other NGOs are training institutions, offering technical 

trainings even at a tertiary level (Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3: Roles of NGOs 

Roles of NGOs  

(# of responses) 

Exemplary quotes 

Employer (4) -  NGOs nowadays tend to play a role as industry through funding and recruiting 

students from universities. (ID=P09) 

Internship 

provider (3) 

-  … [NGO] provides our students with opportunities to conduct internship and 

research and even job opportunities for our students. (ID=P35) 

Scholarship 

provider (2) 

-  [NGO] provides scholarships for its students. It also covers other expenses such as 

textbooks for the students. (ID=36) 

Trainer (2) -  Some NGOs come in the form of training institute. (ID=P05) 

4.4.1.3 Higher education institutions 

Since 1997, when HE became privatized, fee-paying programs have come to be offered by 

both private and public HEIs. In 2014, there were 110 HEIs (43 public and 67 private), 63 of 

which were under the supervision of the MoEYS, while the remaining 47 were under another 

13 different government institutions (MoEYS, 2015a). To inject more institutional autonomy 

into public HEIs and lessen the financial burden of the government, some public HEIs were 

transformed into autonomous institutions under Public Administrative Institution status. With 

the status, HEIs are granted greater autonomy in financial and academic issues and are 

operated under the direction of their governing boards instead of the direct supervision of a 

parent ministry (Chet 2006). With no financial support from the government, private HEIs 

rely almost solely on tuition fees, forcing them to enrol as many students as possible (even 

exceeding their capacity) and to offer mainly market-friendly programs, such as business, 

economics, information technology and English language. This trend also affects public 
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HEIs, in which 80% of the income is privately funded (Ahrens & McNamara, 2013), causing 

a neglect of research and skills required by the economy. However, public HEIs can afford 

not to go for popular programs all the time due to the support they receive from donors and 

the government as they have more general public tasks by providing programs not attracting 

most students. With qualified academic staff and donor funding, some public HEIs tend to 

integrate more services like consultancy and research that private HEIs cannot offer due to 

high costs involved. Noticeably, the launch of the HEQCIP has encouraged HEIs to consider 

research for development. HEIs, particularly public ones with more qualified staff, have acted 

as providers of technical input and feedback to the MoEYS on policy and strategic planning. 

 From the government’s perspective, HEIs are known as directly implementing the 

policies and regulations devised by the MoEYS and the ACC for quality improvement. HEIs 

employ Cambodian graduates from local and overseas universities and provide students with 

internship opportunities. Some public HEIs attempt to utilize donor support to build their 

capacity to gain credibility in order to enter into partnerships with external stakeholders. They 

cooperate with donors for financial and technical assistance in capacity building activities for 

their programs. Importantly, donors target mainly public HEIs instead of private institutions 

that operate like businesses. Noticeably, private HEIs, instead of seeking donor support, tend 

to affiliate themselves with overseas universities for marketing purposes in order to attract 

students. Only a few have such university partners for research or quality purposes. 

 Most interviewees view HEIs, both public and private, as suppliers of inadequately 

trained graduates. Interviewees from the private sector commented that the curricula at HEIs 

are not well developed and fail to respond to the changing job market. They noted that study 

is mainly theory-based, with few opportunities for students to obtain hands-on experience. As 

such, many students lack the technical and soft skills necessary to perform their jobs after 

graduation. This is due to an absence of university-industry linkages, which is still a new 

concept in Cambodia. In addition, interviewees from the industries and donor agencies 

perceive HEIs as not being active in approaching the industry for collaboration. It is usually 

the members from the industry who approach HEIs for help in disseminating job vacancies to 

students or facilitating a recruitment process (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.4: Roles of HEIs 

Roles of HEIs  

(# of responses) 

Exemplary quotes 

Teaching 

institution (15) 

-  …there is no research besides teaching at HEIs. So how can the teaching and 

learning quality improve?  (ID=P11) 

-  There are two types of teaching services. One is the degree program and the other 

one is short training course. (ID=P03) 

Policy 

implementer (4) 

-  HEIs have an important role as direct implementers…so the quality depends on 

their commitment…the policy makers just guide them. (ID=P05) 

Employer and 

internship 

provider (2) 

-  HEIs also play a role in providing job and internship opportunities for graduates 

(ID=P09) 

University 

partner (11) 

-  Some outstanding HEIs, both private and public ones, have cooperation with other 

foreign universities as their partners. Most of the time, this cooperation mainly 

comes in the form of research… there can also be some activities related quality 

improvement such as lecturer exchange [between universities]. (ID=P21) 

-  I think it [partnership with overseas universities] is actually a kind of marketing, 

which is the main purpose. (ID=P37) 

Supplier of 

graduates (14) 

-  HEIs are offering courses based on a small market… HEIs are producing 

graduates in the field which does not respond to the real national needs. (ID=P03) 

-  HEIs are not ready to give students transferable skills. (ID=P08) 

4.4.1.4 Industries 

The empirical evidence from the interviews shows that the industries play very limited roles 

in the Cambodian HE sector. At best, they are viewed as employers and internship providers 

of undergraduates and graduates, but, overall, the industries are considered rather passive. 

However, the industries do engage in the HE sector as private donors and trainers in their 

specific area of expertise and, most recently, through its participation in the HE discussion 

forums. While the private sector provides jobs and internship opportunities for university 

graduates and undergraduates, it also offers hands-on experiences and training opportunities 

to enhance students’ knowledge and skills. In addition, it plays a basic role in disseminating 

job market information to students in HEIs to prepare them for their desired jobs. While 

interviewees from the private sector complain about the low quality of graduates, they are 

reluctant to participate in workshops or meetings organized by HEIs or the MoEYS for 

sharing ideas and providing feedback on HE. One interviewee from the private sector says: 

If a company decides to employ some students from a particular university and they 

find out that the students are not really qualified to do the job offered, it may stop 

approaching that university next time. (ID=P45, personal interview) 
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Reportedly, the industries also play a hidden role as a private donor by paying for 

their staff to study at HEIs and even providing scholarships to study at HEIs. This role not 

only increases people’s access to HE but also helps HEIs generate income from tuition fees. 

Quite recently, certain industries have emerged as a trainer, taking the role of HEIs, by 

offering students specialized training based on their expertise. Moreover, the private sector 

has recently become involved in HE-related events, such as policy roundtable discussions or 

workshops, to provide input and feedback for HEIs and the government for the sector 

development (Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5: Roles of industry 

Roles of industry  

(# of responses) 

Exemplary quotes 

Employer and 

internship 

providers (15) 

-  Nowadays, we have an internship program and staff recruitment…. We provide 

internship opportunities for students at various HEIs… We also recruit them 

[students] at our company or we can go to HEIs to recruit them. (ID=P42) 

Private donor (2) -  It plays a role as a market player or private donor. It pays for its staff to study at 

HEIs. It is a hidden role to improve equity and access. It also helps to generate 

income for universities indirectly. (ID=P09) 

Trainer (1) -  If we talk about banking industry, a bank has its own centre or institute… they 

provide only training related to their specialization. (ID=P32) 

4.5 Discussion 

4.5.1 Stakeholder involvement 

The government, development partners, HEIs, and the industries, as the four institutional 

stakeholders in Cambodian HE are indeed engaged in the sector albeit in different and 

sometimes rather narrow ways. The government by itself has only limited capacities and 

resources to promote stakeholder collaboration and boost the sector for national 

competitiveness. The government still depends on development partners to intervene as 

sponsors of the sector development. Clearly, donors have worked closely with the 

government on policy issues and human resources development to advance the sector. 

Despite some conflicting roles, the technical and financial support of donors is essential to 

developing the sector. With available resources and technical expertise, donors can ensure 

that the government is establishing and implementing appropriate policies. Thus, both the 

government and donors could provide the synergy crucial for the development of the sector 

for economic growth. The World Bank (2000) consistently claims that the role of 

international donors, both multilateral and bilateral, is considered essential for HE 
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development in developing countries. In Africa for instance, where organizational resources 

for innovation are limited, international donors are playing a temporary role as “innovation 

organizer” (Victor Konde, 2002 as cited in Etzkowitz, 2003a). 

 While the private sector is widely known as an important and active agent in HE in 

many developed countries, it has played too limited a role to bring about any significant 

changes in Cambodia. With limited capacity and resources in research and technology mainly 

imported from advanced countries, it hardly collaborates with HEIs in research or provides 

funding for the sector development. Its limited involvement in the sector has then restricted 

its role to that of NGOs which mainly functioned as employers, private donors, and trainers. 

 The role of HEIs has become even more critical in the context of globalization.  

Unlike the active roles of universities for socio-economic development postulated in the triple 

helix model (see Etzkowitz, 2003a, 2008; Etzkowitz, Dzisah, Ranga, & Zhou, 2007; 

Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Marques et al., 2006), the parts that HEIs in Cambodia actually play 

are limited due to inadequate facilities, funding, and a lack of a critical mass. More 

importantly, the research capacity of Cambodian HEIs is minimal (see Chet, 2009; Dy, 

2013a, 2013b; Kwok et al., 2010). Although many HEIs have commenced to engage in 

research due to research grants offered by the HEQCIP, the quality is considered modest and 

it is uncertain if a research culture in HEIs will emerge and sustain after the project 

concludes. After all, research is costly and its benefits for HEIs do not become manifest in the 

short run. The industries and NGOs have a relatively weak impact on the HE sector in 

Cambodia and have few collaborative ties with HEIs. In the capacity of private non-academic 

vocational training providers, they fill the skill gap between HEIs and the economy. Expected 

to be strong and influential, HEIs turn out to be powerless and too destitute to shape the 

sector. Instead, they confine themselves to attract students for profit generation. 

Turning to the triple helix model, its applicability in the Cambodian context is far 

from straight-forward. This is consistent with the findings of Eun et al. (2006) who claim 

minimal relevance of the model to the context of developing countries. The triple helix of 

innovation (Etzkowitz, 2008; Leydesdorff & Etzkowitz, 1998) has yet to emerge in the 

Cambodian HE sector. Though adopted widely in developed countries, the model appears 

irrelevant and unsuitable for the Cambodian situation, where the HE sector has not yet 

reached the level at which innovation is promoted for economic growth. Technological 

updates in Cambodian business sectors such as construction, manufacturing, and agriculture 
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are imported by foreign investors and partners, who appear unwilling to locally invest in 

innovation and development (I&D). 

4.5.2 Stakeholder collaboration 

Stakeholder collaboration remains a big challenge in Cambodia. The empirical 

evidence shows that the challenges which impede stakeholder collaboration in the HE sector 

are manifest at both the national and institutional level. At the national level, lack of financial 

and policy interventions from the government and the fragmented HE governance system 

pose severe impediments to stakeholder collaboration. At the institutional level, the business 

orientation of HEIs, their limited capacity and resources, the traditional divide between HEI 

and private sector, the stifling bureaucracy within public HEIs, the political atmosphere, and 

the absence of relevant strategic planning and policies have emerged as impediments to the 

stakeholder collaboration in the sector. Lastly, the lack of innovative capacity of the 

industries in Cambodia has obstructed the progress of the collaboration. 

As the experience in countries such as Singapore and Malaysia has shown, 

governments play a vital role in promoting stakeholder collaboration (see Koh & Wong, 

2005; J. Lee & Win, 2004; Mae Phillips & Wai-chung Yeung, 2003; Malairaja & Zawdie, 

2008; Mok & Lee, 2003; Rasiah & Govindaraju, 2009; Sidhu & Kaur, 2011). In Cambodia, 

however, the national government has yet to develop clear financial and policy interventions 

to advance stakeholder interaction. Despite the establishment of the HETWG involving 

stakeholders from relevant institutions, no actions are taken to promote stakeholder 

collaboration. An advisor at a public HEI explains: 

… [stakeholder] interaction appears very strong at such occasional meetings… people 

give a speech … about all the things…like collaboration, higher education, what are 

the needs, where are the markets? Good talk. Nothing comes out of it rather than the 

paper. (ID=P14, personal interview) 

Only recently has the government started to promote a research culture at HEIs with funding 

from the HEQCIP. Research can be an effective means to bring stakeholders to work 

together, but it has yet to result in improved stakeholder collaboration. Importantly, it has 

remained unclear as to whether research can be sustained at HEIs after the HEQCIP has 

ended. In addition, coordination among relevant ministries remains a challenge partially due 

to the fragmented HE governance system since there is lack of a state body coordinating the 
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collaboration. Sen (2013) argues that the parent ministries supervising HEIs appear to be 

operating independently in the HE domain. 

 At an institutional level, several challenges have impeded the stakeholder 

collaboration in this sector. HEIs were mainly established as the teaching-only institutions to 

attract large numbers of students instead of engaging themselves with external stakeholders. 

They possess limited capacity to meet the industry’s needs due to a shortage of human, 

financial and material resources. Although a number of Cambodian students complete studies 

overseas, they often work in unrelated jobs upon their return. This mismatch obstructs the 

formation of a critical mass for capacity building for and credibility of HEIs to attract the 

private sector for collaboration. Importantly, HEIs fail to have budget allocated for 

stakeholder interaction purpose. Most private HEIs depend almost entirely on tuition fees (Un 

et al., 2013), and so are public ones (Ahrens & McNamara, 2013). Scientific facilities such as 

lab, equipment, etc. are limited within HEIs as they are costly, which limits research and 

development (R&D) activities. These challenges persist despite some support from the 

government and donors, which have targeted a few public HEIs. Furthermore, most HEIs 

mainly focus on a few areas such as business, economics and information technology, instead 

of sciences, mathematics, agriculture, and health (R. Sam et al., 2012a) due to their less 

costly operation and guaranteed enrolments. 

The traditional divide between university and industry in Cambodia is a legacy of the 

French model that has been introduced in colonial times (C. Sam & van der Sijde, 2014), and 

the emerging linkage between the two domains is a new, challenging experience for the 

stakeholders in the Cambodian HE sector. University leadership at public HEIs seems 

resistant to the proposed new concepts, and bureaucracy hampers stakeholder collaboration. 

As Dy (2015, p. 34) observes, “Public education administration in Cambodia is highly 

centralized and bureaucratic… educational leadership and management have long been 

deeply rooted in traditional top-down governance and administration.” Political interference 

is deemed one of the hindrances to the collaboration. Generally, public and private HEIs are 

aligned with a political party, particularly the ruling party, as most, if not all, presidents or 

owners of HEIs need to be connected with the government to sustain their institution. As a 

consequence, the ruling political party exerts a dominant influence on HEIs. Explicit 

alignment with the ruling party is a necessity for HEIs to receive benevolent treatment. Thus, 

activities or discussions held at HEIs have to be carefully framed in order not to arouse the 
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suspicion and disapproval of the ruling party. Similar to their counterparts in China and 

Vietnam (Varghese & Martin, 2013, 2014), Cambodian HEIs do not enjoy independent 

decision-making and academic freedom. 

A lack of trust between HEIs and the private sector is sustained as the industries are 

perceived to take advantage of students. For example, a company representative may come to 

promote the company’s products to students instead of sharing knowledge and experience, or 

offer internships. In addition, the private sector is sometimes viewed as too demanding for 

HEIs. An interviewee from a public HEI notes, “… they [the industry] want a university to 

develop a particular product for them with a lot of criteria which a university finds hard to 

meet” (ID=P29, personal interview). It is evident that the industries do not really trust the 

capacity of HEIs as most HEIs provide only teaching services. Similarly, Schiller and 

Brimble (2009) have pointed to Thailand in which a credibility gap between both HEI and 

industry has remained a challenge to their collaboration. This lack of mutual trust is 

attributable to the institutional division between university and industry and bad experiences 

in the past. The unawareness among the private sector of the services that HEIs can offer 

underlies the credibility gap. 

So far, HEIs have not yet developed any strategic plans or policies to promote 

stakeholder collaboration. There are no clear channels for collaboration due to the absence of 

an intermediary. Collaboration mainly occurs in the very basic form of seeking jobs, 

internships, or social event opportunities for students rather than in the shape of knowledge-

based and innovation-focused collaboration as implied by the triple helix model. In 2014, a 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the Cambodian Chamber of Commerce and 

a few universities has been established to enhance the relationship between the private sector 

and HEIs. However, this MOU has yet to generate active collaboration. 

 The interviews reveal that positions in the garment, tourism, and agriculture industries 

– the key engines of Cambodia’s national economic growth – do not require university 

degrees, except at managerial level. The industries remain limited in capacity and resources 

to invest in technological innovation. New technology has mainly been transferred from 

foreign partners and investors. Thus, investments in and collaboration with universities for 

the purpose of R&D are not considered a necessity for the industries to boost their growth. As 

an interviewee from a public HEI states, “Industry wants us to produce qualified graduates, 

but it does not want to have any involvements. It just waits to recruit the qualified graduates” 
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(ID=P30, personal interview). Moreover, industry appears to have its own training facilities 

in areas of its expertise. This could limit its interaction with HEIs as industry could be 

tempted to take students to study at their training institutes. As Schiller and Brimble (2009) 

have found, a number of large companies in Thailand have established R&D departments to 

develop their own technologies and in-house R&D capacities, restricting their collaboration 

with universities. 

4.6 Conclusion 

Despite the involvement of the four major stakeholder categories – government, development 

partners, HEIs and the industries – in the HE sector in Cambodia, collaboration has remained 

weak and hence failed to advance the sector. The limited collaboration forms a serious 

impediment to development of the sector. Evidently, the government and donors are 

considered close partners, forming a synergy to boost the sector despite conflicting views. 

However, clear mechanisms have yet to be put in place to promote the collaboration. The 

industries are considered passive in shaping the development of the sector due to their limited 

resources and capacity. Similarly, although NGOs have a stake in the sector, their 

involvement is perceived as being very limited. HEIs, expected to be key players, are not 

resourceful and proactive enough as leading institutions to promote stakeholder collaboration, 

which is key to innovation in a knowledge-based economy. 

 The findings imply that policymakers and institutional leaders need to promote 

stakeholder collaboration as Cambodia is moving toward a knowledge-based economy in the 

ASEAN Economic Community. The government and donors need to play a leading role 

through policy and resource interventions for the HE development and a key role in 

coordinating the interactions among the stakeholder categories. Industries and NGOs need to 

be active as supporting agents in providing inputs for HEIs to produce qualified graduates. 

Moreover, HEIs need to develop their staff capacity and mobilize their resources to build 

credibility in order to attract potential external funding sources and take initiatives for 

collaboration. 

As Cambodia is a donor-dependent country with NGOs as executive agents, this study 

extends the number of stakeholder categories in the current triple helix model – expanding 

the triple helix to a quadruple helix including the development partners as full-fledged 

stakeholders. In this sense, future research may consider applying this framework for a cross-
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national comparison of donor-dependent countries who attempt to adapt to a knowledge-

based economy. Although this adjustment of the original model to the specific conditions in a 

developing country enhances the explanatory power of this model in the Cambodian context, 

limitations apply to this study. The study particularly examines the stakeholder involvements 

across institutions at the sectoral level. Future study, therefore, may apply the model to 

conduct case studies in particular HEIs in order to examine in-depth the stakeholder 

involvement and collaboration. This will shed light on the stakeholder issue in greater detail. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 4.1: List of research participants in the interviews 

ID Position of the research participants Interview date 

P01 Education policymaker 12 February 2013 

P02 Director 28 December 2012 

P03 Deputy director 13 March 2013 

P04 Deputy director 29 April 2013 

P05 Director 31 December 2012 

P06 Director 26 April 2013 

P07 Education official 05 August 2014 

P08 International education consultant 10 February 2013 

P09 National technical advisor 09 January 2013 

P10 National technical advisor 22 April 2014 

P11 Senior program officer 21 March 2013 

P12 Senior program officer 04 March 2013 

P13 Educational management professional 04 March 2013 

P14 University technical advisor 02 January 2013 

P15 University technical advisor 26 March 2013 

P16 Rector of public university 22 March 2013 

P17 Vice-rector of public university 15 March 2013 

P18 Vice-rector of public university 17 May 2013 

P19 Vice-rector of public university 13 February 2013 

P20 Vice-rector of public university 31 January 2013 

P21 Dean of faculty of public university 15 March 2013 

P22 Program director of public university 25 March 2013 

P23 Head of department of public university 24 April 2013 

P24 Head of Internal quality assurance unit 20 April 2013 

P25 Head of academic office of public university 15 June 2013 

P26 Vice president of private university 30 April 2013 

P27 Director of academic program 30 April 2013 

P28 Dean of faculty of private university 28 September 2013 

P29 Director of public HEI 23 April 2013 

P30 Head of academic office of public HEI 16 May 2013 

P31 Senior vice rector of private university 05 April 2013 

P32 Vice rector of private university 24 April 2013 

P33 Executive director of private university 28 January 2013 

P34 Executive director of private university 29 January 2013 

P35 Head of academic office of private university 28 January 2013 

P36 Head of academic office of private university 29 January 2013 

P37 Dean of faculty of private university 29 May 2013 

P38 Researcher 11 January 2013 

P39 Manager of employment agency 02 May 2013 

P40 Human resource manager 18 April 2014 

P41 General manager 23 April 2013 

P42 Capacity development manager 25 March 2013 

P43 Training manager of a local company 23 February 2013 

P44 Manager of an international firm 11 March 2013 

P45 Manager of an international firm 09 March 2013 

P46 Senior program specialist 31 March 2014 

 

 


