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ABSTRACT 

This research investigates the case of merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam’s civil service 

and demonstrates the distinctive features of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes. Drawing 

from the data collected by nearly 50 semi-structured in-depth interviews with Vietnamese 

officials and document analysis, this research finds that Vietnamese policymakers have 

learned from merit-based policies in both Western and Asian sources. With combined 

developmental and political motivations, the ruling party takes comprehensive control over 

the transfer process. Vietnam’s political and institutional structures determine the scope of 

the party’s involvement, condition the choice of references, shape policy transfer 

mechanisms, prevent the import of certain elements, and necessitate the politicisation of 

policy transfer. Consequently, policy transfer has gained a mixture of conflicted 

programmatic success and resilient political success, resulting in meritocracy without 

neutrality.  

Significantly, this research shows that policy transfer in authoritarian regimes has distinctive 

features. Firstly, policy transfer is a political process. It is not only a tool for progressive 

policymaking but also a mechanism for political control. Secondly, policy transfer does not 

aim to change the status quo, but to ensure stability and consolidate authoritarian power. It 

happens gradually, leading to incremental rather than radical policy change. Thirdly, 

authoritarian regimes are not only keen on learning from authoritarian peers but also from 

democratic countries, in which translation and assemblage are used to adapt multiple 

policies to the domestic context. What is adopted and the degrees of transfer are decided 

on the principle of not undermining the ideologies, values, and security of the ruling regime.   

Fourthly, despite the involvement of international organisations, policy transfer is an 

internally controlled process rather than a donor-led one. Nevertheless, this process is prone 

to semi-bounded rationality due to endogenous factors. Fifthly, because of political 
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motivations and actual conditions, “mock compliance” is inevitable. Authoritarian leadership 

is willing to take on and seemingly adopt Western policy ideas, but practicable adoptions 

are not the same as what is advocated and expected by international donors. Lastly, as 

policy transfer is an evolving and cautious process, a strategic approach is adopted with the 

selective transfer of normative “best practices” and contingent practical lessons 

simultaneously. The outcomes of policy transfer are, therefore, hybrid with both 

convergence with and divergence from “best practices”, but convergence is more rhetorical 

and less in actual content and practice. Importantly, policy transfer in Asian authoritarian 

regimes reflects both political and geographical distinctiveness, with variants depending on 

domestic circumstances. 

This research makes multiple contributions. Firstly, it enriches the policy transfer literature 

that has long been dominated by studies about Western democracies. Particularly, it 

highlights the issues of semi-bounded rationality, simultaneous convergence and 

divergence, dialectical relationships between structure and agency, and the interplay 

between temporal dimensions and power in policy transfer. Secondly, it proposes an 

analytical framework for studying policy transfer in a particular context. Thirdly, it suggests 

that policy transfer can be a long-term, evolving, multi-directional, and power-based process, 

which are caveats for policy transfer study. Fourthly, it proposes a new approach to policy 

transfer categorisation based on styles of policy transfer. Fifthly, it suggests a theoretical 

framework for using policy transfer as an explanatory variable to examine policy change and 

outcomes. This research also highlights practical implications for practitioners in terms of 

using policy transfer as a policymaking strategy and promoting feasible meritocratic reforms 

in authoritarian regimes.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Research background 

With the advent of 2022, Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh issued a public 

notice, advising relevant ministries to learn from international practices in administering 

Covid-19 vaccinations for children. This directive is one of many by Vietnamese leadership 

with regards to learning from other countries in their methods of fighting against Covid-19, 

despite Vietnam being praised as a successful model of Covid-19 management by an 

authoritarian government. This practice of policy learning or policy transfer has been 

frequently used by the Vietnamese government in their response to the pandemic. As 

indicated by Evans (2009a, p. 237), policy transfer has been a “habitual practice since the 

dawn of civilization”, as naturally, humans seek advice and learn from others, to improve or 

formulate something new.  Government officials have been learning from one another since 

the formation of the nation. Every country faces common problems, and thus their 

policymakers seek lessons and inspiration from other countries, their peers and 

counterparts, in order to improve on resolutions (Rose, 1991). As such, policy transfer “has 

always existed” as “common phenomena” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, pp. 343-357). 

Since the 1980s, the spreading of ideas, techniques, and models such as total quality 

management, management by objectives, and new public management (NPM) has provided 

a fertile background for policy transfer (Sahlin & Wedlin, 2008). Particularly, as a 

consequence of globalisation, pandemics and security threats, policy transfer has been used 

as a tool in policymaking so frequently that it “is increasingly becoming the rule, not the 

exception” (Legrand, 2021, p. xi). Given the popularity of the phenomena, policy transfer 

has been studied in many fields of policies and many countries from the West to the East. 

Recent studies have broadened the outreach of policy transfer to issues of power and time 

(Dolowitz, 2020), policy transfer networks (Legrand, 2021; Zhang & Yu, 2021), development 
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(Stone et al., 2020), non-elite actors (Baker et al., 2020), and country-specific characteristics 

(Zhang et al., 2021).  

However, despite growing concerns about policy transfer, the contemporary literature is 

heavily dominated by studies about policy transfer between and within developed countries 

(Evans, 2009b). A recent study by Minkman et al. (2018) finds that most of the existing 

studies about policy transfer are carried out in Western countries, with a prevalence of 

Anglophone countries. Despite the need to broaden the scope of case selection by moving 

“away from an excessive preoccupation with Western countries” (Marsh & Sharman, 2009, 

p. 270), the study of policy transfer in developing countries is still being “ignored” (Evans, 

2017b, p. 12). Therefore, scholarship is still criticised as lacking a general and 

comprehensive understanding of policy transfer and particularly “a comprehensive 

explanation” of how this process takes place (Minkman et al., 2018, p. 222).  

There have been a limited number of studies about policy transfer in Asia (Beeson & Stone, 

2013; Cheung, 2005; Common, 2017; McCourt & Foon, 2007; Turner, 2002). Studies about 

policy transfer in authoritarian regimes are rare, most of which are about China (Chen & 

Man, 2020; Christensen et al., 2008; Lo, 2012; Zhang & Marsh, 2016; Zhang & Yu, 2021; 

Zhu, 2018). This geographical and institutional asymmetry of policy transfer research limits 

our ability to develop a comprehensive understanding of an important process in 

contemporary policymaking. Many issues regarding policy transfer in the authoritarian 

context remain unclear, including how it happens, the roles of relevant actors under 

authoritarian control, the strategies adopted to promote policy transfer, the factors that 

influence the process, especially what policy transfer outcomes are of significance for 

authoritarian regimes. These questions need to be answered with empirical research about 

policy transfer in an authoritarian context. 
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Vietnam is an authoritarian one-party state, yet its government effectiveness has 

substantially increased over the past 20 years, from 40% in 2000 to 61.54% in 2020 (World 

Bank, 2020c). Vietnam’s development over the past decades has made it a success story 

as stated by the World Bank: “To any external observer, Vietnam is a major development 

success story. One of the world’s poorest countries at the onset of the reforms, it has, in a 

single generation, leapfrogged to middle-income status, while achieving social outcomes 

typically seen at much higher incomes” (World Bank, 2016, p. 3). According to the World 

Bank, “making a meritocracy of the civil service helps bring in high-quality staff, confers 

prestige on civil service positions, and can do a great deal to motivate good performance” 

(World Bank, 1997, p. 92). The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) also 

provides evidence that a “country governed by the best and the brightest must surely be 

better run than one that is not”, and “states run by meritocracies have higher rates of 

economic growth than those that do not” (UNDP Global Centre for Public Service 

Excellence, 2015, p. 4). Arguably, Vietnam’s achievements seem impossible without an 

effective administration with a competent civil service.  

Vietnam’s civil service personnel policy has been transformed from a fully politicised 

mechanism towards a more merit-based system. Meritocracy in Vietnam’s civil service has 

been introduced through recruitment, promotion, and performance management 

(Benedikter, 2016; Moon & Hwang, 2013). This transformation is due largely to Vietnam’s 

opening up and learning from international “best practices” after its economic reform “doi 

moi” in 1986. The Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) continues to reaffirm that cadre affairs, 

a term used for the management of those working for the Party and state agencies, is “a key 

task of key tasks” and must be under their direct, unified, and comprehensive leadership 

and management (Central Party Committee, 2018a). At the same time, the Vietnamese 

leadership explicitly urged learning from overseas to promote civil service reforms. They 
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insisted that "the process of law changing should refer to international experience with new 

trends and best practices in civil service of other countries" (Tuan & Trang, 2018). However, 

in reality, the domestic political structure has prevented Vietnam from recruiting the best for 

their government positions, as Vietnam expert Carlyle Thayer stated, “it is difficult to imagine 

how Vietnam could shift to a merit-based system without reforming its one-party system…” 

(Thayer, 2021, p. 3). This trajectory is significant for merit-based policy transfer study as it 

offers an interesting case for examining policy transfer in an authoritarian regime. 

The effort to transfer merit-based practices into Vietnam’s civil service was promoted 

surprisingly early. Former Deputy Prime Minister Vu Khoan recounted that during the early 

1980s, some ministries in Vietnam attempted to learn public human resource management 

(HRM) practices, including job description, position “standardisation”, and assessment 

based on “end-products”, from Western countries such as the United States (US) and 

Germany (Vu, 2017). However, while there are some studies about policy transfer in other 

areas, such as the transfer of Western neo-liberal ideas and policies (Beeson & Pham, 2012; 

Painter, 2005a), transfer of international aid programmes (Hwang & Song, 2019), transfer 

of international agreements (Hoang, 2019), and transfer of environmental policies (Tran & 

Tuan, 2020), there is a lack of literature regarding the transfer of the merit-based policy in 

Vietnam. Studies by Vasavakul (2006) and Painter (2005b) provide a snapshot of Vietnam’s 

public administration reform and learning from overseas, but do not specifically focus on 

meritocracy in the civil service.  

Therefore, while a significant body of knowledge on policy transfer exists, there are still gaps 

that require further study. Our understanding of why and how policies are transferred into 

authoritarian regimes, particularly in the area of meritocracy in the civil service that is vital 

to the regime’s well-being, is limited. A regime-type policy transfer analysis is still scant. As 

Evans (2017b, p. 5) indicates, policy transfer research “remains under-theorised and weak 
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in explanatory power”. This is particularly true in the under-explored domain of policy transfer 

in authoritarian regimes such as Vietnam. This challenges the validity of the policy transfer 

framework to extend beyond studies about Western democracies.  

Based on the definition and analytical framework of policy transfer by Dolowitz and Marsh 

(2000), which serves as a theoretical background for formulating research inquiries, this 

research investigates the case of merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam’s civil service. It 

employs policy transfer as both dependent and independent/explanatory variables to 

examine why and how the merit-based policy transfer process is shaped and relates to 

policy outcomes. The research adopts the multi-level policy transfer analysis approach 

suggested by Evans and Davies (1999) to trace the routes of transfer, explain the external 

and internal forces of policy transfer, and evaluate the complexity of influencing factors and 

outcomes. It examines the transfer process using the historical institutionalism approach 

(Thelen & Steinmo, 1992), with particular attention to Vietnam’s distinctive context. By using 

a qualitative case study research method (Yin, 2018), the research combines semi-

structured in-depth interviews with Vietnamese public officials and document analysis. Data 

analysis is supported by NVivo software and theories about policy transfer in authoritarian 

regimes are generated using the grounded theory method.  

1.2. Research aims and questions 

Vietnam’s civil service reform is normatively based on the CPV’s directive to inherit the 

traditional system, and at the same develop a system that is compatible with new institutional 

changes and Party directions. Changes must be deemed “appropriate” for Vietnam’s extant 

political institutions and culture, as well as approximating to developments in modern 

international civil services (Tran, 2009). One of the core objectives and components of the 

civil service reform agenda is to build a qualified and competent civil service through a 

variety of measures to reform succession planning, recruitment, training and development, 
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performance appraisal, and payment (Central Party Committee, 2007). Policy transfer is 

essentially used as a tool to access international models of civil service reform in general 

and meritocracy in particular. Given this strategy, the concern is how and why this process 

took place in the Vietnamese context that requires the sustaining of distinctive domestic 

political and cultural tenets, and the appropriation of the external reform models 

concurrently. Importantly, what does this process tell us about policy transfer in authoritarian 

regimes?  

To address these concerns, the thesis will investigate the reasons underpinning merit-based 

policy transfer, who it involves, what is transferred from where, and how the process takes 

place. The thesis will also analyse the facilitating and constraining factors regarding the 

country’s particular historical, institutional, political, cultural, and socio-economic contexts. 

Particularly, the thesis will explain how policy transfer matters in determining policy 

outcomes. Hence, this research aims to i) enhance the understanding of policy transfer in 

general and merit-based policy transfer in particular, an area that is vital to the resilience of 

the party in power and the governing regime, ii) theorise the main features of policy transfer 

under authoritarianism, and iii) contribute to developing policy transfer as a heuristic 

theoretical framework for use in particular contexts. To achieve these aims, the thesis will 

answer three central research questions: 1) Why has merit-based policy transfer happened 

in authoritarian Vietnam? 2) How has merit-based policy transfer been promoted? and 3) 

How does merit-based policy transfer relate to policy outcomes? 
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1.3. Conceptual foundations and analytical frameworks 

1.3.1. Policy transfer 

1.3.1.1. Terminological and conceptual clarification 

To study the movement of policies from one setting to another, scholars have used many 

terminologies such as policy diffusion (Majone, 1991), policy convergence (Bennett, 1991), 

lesson drawing (Rose, 1991), policy learning (May, 1992), social learning (Hall, 1993), 

emulation (Howlett, 2000), policy mobilities (McCann & Ward, 2012), policy translation 

(Mukhtarov, 2014), and assemblage/bricolage (de Jong, 2013; Savage, 2020; Stone, 2017). 

This “terminological morass” (Porto de Oliveira, 2021, p. 3) is due to the disparate research 

focuses and areas of study. For example, policy diffusion is used more in political science 

and international relations; policy learning is more popular in public policy studies; while 

policy mobilities stems from the area of urban studies and urban geography. Different 

concepts also highlight different approaches to the study of policy transfer, such as process-

centred approaches, ideational approaches, and diffusion studies (Evans, 2019). In addition, 

some terminologies such as translation or assemblage are employed to denote particular 

mechanisms of policy movement and adoption rather than a general concept.  

Amid this conceptual variation, “policy transfer” emerges as the-most-frequently-used 

terminology in the scholarship. One of the earliest works striving to define “policy transfer” 

is by Wolman (1992, p. 27), who defines policy transfer as “borrowing one policy from a 

political system for use in another”. However, it was not until the introduction of the definition 

by Dolowitz and Marsh in 1996 that this concept has become a significant theoretical 

domain. Accordingly, policy transfer is “a process in which knowledge about policies, 

administrative arrangements, institutions, etc. in one time and/or place is used in the 

development of policies, administrative arrangements, institutions in another time and/or 
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place” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 344). This definition was slightly modified in their later 

work as “the process by which knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements, 

institutions and ideas in one political system (past or present) is used in the development of 

policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political system” 

(Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 5). 

This definition of policy transfer is recognised as “a generic concept” that “encompass[es] a 

range of related concepts” such as those being mentioned above (Evans & Davies, 1999, 

p. 363; Stone, 1999, p. 52). There are various rationales for these claims. Firstly, the above 

terminologies are used for studying similar processes and share “an overlapping conceptual 

core and a complementary interest in a related class of empirical phenomena” (Marsh & 

Sharman, 2009, p. 269). Therefore, they are “dimensions” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000) or 

“different forms” of policy transfer (Evans & Davies, 1999). Secondly, as policy adoption can 

be voluntary, coercive, or somewhere in between (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000), this definition 

is seen as being “more inclusive” because it can cover both voluntary and coercive 

processes of transfer (Evans, 2009b, p. 254). Thirdly, while some of the above concepts are 

particularly used in certain disciplines of study, policy transfer is seen to have “a strong multi-

disciplinary appeal” because it becomes “the subject of theoretical development from a wide 

range of perspectives” (Legrand, 2012, pp. 331-332).   

This thesis uses Dolowitz and Marsh’s definition of policy transfer to study the adoption of 

merit-based policy in Vietnam because policy transfer offers a comprehensive analytical 

approach to conducting research. Importantly, policy transfer sets a boundary for the study 

of this phenomenon through the following features. First of all, policy transfer is a model of 

“remarkable” policy changes, not “day-to-day” activity (Evans & Davies, 1999). Secondly, 

policy transfer involves “action-oriented intentional learning…which takes place consciously 

and results in policy action” (Evans, 2009b, p. 244). The intentionality of policy transfer can 
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be attributed to various actors, including those who seek to borrow and those who seek to 

impose (Evans & Davies, 1999). Thirdly, policy transfer looks at policies already in operation 

(Page, 2000) and is comprehended only when there is “policy action” in the transfer 

destination (Marsh & Evans, 2012a). Lastly, the issues of structure and agency are equally 

important. While it is vital to place policy transfer in context and examine how contextual 

factors influence the actors’ actions (Stone, 2012), it is also necessary to explore how the 

actors’ strategies, intentions, and actions hinder or facilitate structures (Evans & Davies, 

1999). In general, policy transfer requires a dialectical approach to analysis.    

The literature has seen discussions about the relationship and the differentiation between 

policy transfer and other concepts (Stone, 2004). For example, some argue that diffusion is 

a type of policy transfer (Busch & Jörgens, 2005), or conversely policy transfer is a type of 

diffusion (Newmark, 2002). Policy transfer is also seen as a factor leading to policy 

convergence (Evans & Davies, 1999). While many scholars identify the advantages of using 

the policy transfer concept (Evans, 2009b; Stone, 2012), terminological differences in 

examining a similar phenomenon create a lack of uniformity, but "standardisation" is not an 

easy task (Marsh & Sharman, 2009). Therefore, I argue that the use of terminology should 

be justified by the goals and the context of the research. By adopting Dolowitz and Marsh’s 

definition, this thesis shares the view that policy transfer is an overarching approach that 

includes relevant processes such as emulation or translation, and these processes can be 

seen as mechanisms of policy transfer.  

Accordingly, along with the use of policy transfer, this thesis also uses a number of other 

related concepts. They include but are not limited to policy learning, lesson drawing, 

emulation, translation, assemblage/bricolage, and policy convergence/divergence. These 

concepts are used for various purposes. For example, policy learning refers to the process 

of acquiring knowledge about a policy elsewhere. Policy learning is part of the policy transfer 
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process but does not necessarily result in policy transfer and policy adoption (Casady & 

Parra, 2021). Instead, policy lessons “can help crystalize what ideas and policy paths 

decision-makers do not wish to follow” (Beeson & Stone, 2013, p. 183) because they learn 

what not to do from the mistakes of others (Rose, 1991). Norm localisation, emulation, 

translation, and assemblage are used to describe the ways in which policy transfer is carried 

out, referred to as policy transfer mechanisms or strategies. Meanwhile, policy 

convergence/divergence is used in this thesis as outcomes of policy transfer to identify if the 

adopted policies are similar to or different from the original ones. This differentiation helps 

to avoid confusion and clarify the purposive utilisation of each concept across the analysis. 

1.3.1.2. The policy transfer analytical framework  

Earlier works have seen efforts to develop an analytical framework for policy transfer study, 

such as the seven questions posed by Wolman (1992, pp. 29-30). However, the most 

widely-used framework so far is the one developed by Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, 2000). 

They initially proposed a list of six questions, including: Why do actors engage in policy 

transfer? Who are the key actors involved in the policy transfer process? What is 

transferred? From where are lessons drawn? What are the different degrees of transfer? 

What restricts or facilitates the policy transfer process? A new question was recently added: 

“How is the process of policy transfer related to policy “success” or policy “failure”?” 

(Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). This theoretical framework “incorporates a vast domain of 

policymaking activity by classifying all possible occurrences of transfer…” (Evans, 2009b, p. 

254) and has adequate concern for causes of occurrence, actors involved, policy elements 

transferred, existence pattern, and outcomes (Ertugal, 2018). Therefore, it is helpful for 

policy transfer analysis.  

While this analytical framework is useful for framing research questions, data collection and 

analysis, it does not totally support the study of policy transfer in some contexts where the 



 
11 

 

availability of policymaking information is limited (Evans, 2006; Hall & Ambrosio, 2017). 

Therefore, this thesis uses the seven-question analytical framework by Dolowitz and Marsh 

(2000) as a theoretical background for formulating research inquiries. At the same time, this 

thesis will modify and supplement the existing analytical framework to better serve data 

collection and analysis in the Vietnamese context. Issues such as what activities are 

conducted to promote policy transfer, what is the context for policy transfer to happen, when 

is policy transfer initiated, and what strategies are adopted will be taken into account.   

In summary, amid the terminological heterogeneity, policy transfer is regarded as an 

“umbrella” concept that draws together “a general framework” for studying the movement of 

policies to and from different settings (Evans, 2009b). As an encompassing concept, policy 

transfer enables a comprehensive approach to explore the occurrence and operation of the 

process. Contingent on different research contexts, the analytical framework can be flexibly 

used and modified to guide the research and answer the research questions. This thesis 

employs Dolowitz and Marsh’s definition of policy transfer along with other relevant concepts 

and a modified analytical framework (which will be presented in Chapter 3) to study merit-

based policy transfer in the Vietnamese context. 

1.3.2. Authoritarian regimes 

1.3.2.1. Authoritarianism and types of authoritarian regimes  

Given this thesis’s aim of exploring policy transfer in authoritarian regimes, the theorisation 

of authoritarianism is important to identify the scope of the study. Authoritarianism in this 

thesis is conceptualised “as a form of political rule or a distinct type of political regime” 

(Schlumberger & Schedler, 2020, p. 713). According to Linz (1964), authoritarian regimes 

are characterised firstly and most importantly by limited political pluralism. Although this 
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conceptualisation is not without debate (Schlumberger & Schedler, 2020), it emphasises the 

political structure of the authoritarian regimes that distinguishes them from democracies.   

Nevertheless, authoritarian regimes are not monolithic, and thus can assume different types. 

By examining who the leaders are and how they acceded to power, Cheibub et al. (2010) 

identify three authoritarian subtypes, including monarchic, military, and civilian dictatorships. 

Meanwhile, based on who dominates control over policy, leadership selection, and the 

security apparatus, Geddes et al. (2014) classify authoritarian regimes into seven 

typologies: 1) Dominant party regimes where control over policy, leadership selection, and 

the security apparatus are in the hands of a ruling party; 2) Military regimes where control 

over policy, leadership selection, and the security apparatus is under the rule of the military; 

3) Personalist regimes where control over policy, leadership selection, and the security 

apparatus is monopolised by a narrower group centred around an individual dictator 

(personalist dictatorships); 4) Monarchic regimes where control over policy, leadership 

selection, and the security apparatus are in the hands of a royal family (monarchies); 5) 

Oligarchic regimes in which leaders are chosen through competitive elections but most of 

the population is disenfranchised; 6) Indirect military regimes where formal political leaders 

are chosen through competitive elections, but the military either prevents parties that would 

attract large numbers of voters from participating or controls key policy choices; 7) Hybrids 

of the first three regimes. 

While these regime classifications “capture something different from degree of democracy 

or repressiveness” (Geddes et al., 2014, p. 319), other approaches assess political regimes 

based on their presumed “distance” to “full democracy” (Frantz, 2018). Common indices that 

follow this approach of measurement include Freedom House, the Economist Intelligence 

Unit, the Human Freedom Index, Polity IV, and World Governance Indicators. They measure 

the level of democracy and authoritarianism based on indicators such as elections, 
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participation, functioning of government, free expression, organisational rights, individual 

rights, rule of law, political culture, and civil liberties. Another approach is made by looking 

at the differences in legitimation patterns. von Soest and Grauvogel (2017) identify different 

claims to legitimacy and suggest that authoritarian regimes can include closed authoritarian, 

hegemonic authoritarian, and competitive authoritarian regimes. Given the diversity of 

authoritarian regimes, I argue that research regarding authoritarianism must take regime 

types into account.    

1.3.2.2. Conceptualisation of authoritarian regimes in this thesis 

From the analysis of different approaches to the classification of authoritarian regimes, three 

issues are important to defining authoritarian regimes in this thesis. The first one is the 

confirmation of a country as being authoritarian. According to Freedom House, in 2021, 

Vietnam scores 19/100 on the point scale and is rated as a "Not Free" country. The 2021 

Economist Intelligence Unit's Democracy Index classifies Vietnam as an authoritarian 

country, ranking 131/167 globally. The second issue is regarding who rules. As Geddes et 

al. (2014) classify, the main difference among authoritarian regimes are the key actors. This 

thesis focuses on Vietnam, a one-party state dominated for decades by the ruling 

Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV), in the North since 1945, and the entire country since 

1975. With this political structure, Vietnam can be classified as a dominant party 

authoritarian regime. This shares similarities with China where the Communist Party of 

China (CPC) has controlled the country since it came into power in 1949. The third issue is 

the concern about the control over policy and policymaking. Geddes et al.’s (2014) 

classification shows that policymaking in different regime types can be different due to the 

dominance of different actors. As such, policy transfer is contingent on these variants. 

Consequently, the thesis’s focus on dominant party authoritarian regimes must highlight the 

relevance of the ruling party and the transfer process.   
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Therefore, as this thesis aims to use the case of Vietnam to investigate the main features of 

policy transfer in authoritarian regimes, it does not intend to theorise policy transfer under 

authoritarianism generally, but it focuses only on dominant party authoritarian regimes, 

particularly authoritarian regimes with a single party. As a research strategy that includes 

comparisons of China and Vietnam is believed to enhance research on authoritarian 

regimes (Malesky, 2021), the use of studies about China’s policy transfer in this thesis is for 

the purpose of triangulation and conceptualisation of policy transfer in single-party 

authoritarian regimes. As in China, Vietnam is considered as a resilient authoritarian regime 

thanks to its durability (Nguyen, 2016). Importantly, single-party authoritarian regimes like 

Vietnam and China share many similarities in legislatures and policymaking (Williamson & 

Magaloni, 2020), and particularly in recruitment, promotion, and appointment of political and 

administrative positions which can be different from those of other authoritarian types such 

as monarchies (Svolik, 2012). These set the boundaries for the conceptualisation of 

authoritarianism and policy transfer in authoritarian regimes in this thesis. This thesis aims 

to explore features of policy transfer in dominant party authoritarian regimes only.    

1.3.3. Meritocracy in the civil service 

1.3.3.1. The civil service, public HRM, and meritocracy 

According to the Oxford dictionary, the civil service includes “government departments in a 

country and the people who work for them, except the armed forces, judges, and elected 

politicians” (Oxford Learner's Dictionaries, 2021). However, different countries have different 

approaches to identifying the civil service. For example, the UK civil service includes only 

those who work in central government departments, agencies, and non-departmental 

government bodies, excluding government ministers, officers of local government, or 

employees of the National Health Service (UK Civil service, 2020). In Singapore, the Civil 

Service is a subset within the Public Service and includes only people who work in the 



 
15 

 

government ministries and organs of the state  (Public Service Division, 2020). In China, the 

civil service includes civil servants as the managers, administrators, and professionals who 

work for government bodies, including leadership positions such as ministers and provincial 

governors, but excluding manual workers employed by the government and employees of 

public service units (Burns, 2007).  

In Vietnam, the definition of civil service is still vague. According to Vu (2014), within a broad 

conception, the civil service includes “the whole political system”, meaning that it comprises 

(but is not limited to) administrative agencies, public service delivery units, and court and 

procuracy agencies and those who work in the state sector in general. With a narrower 

formulation, it includes only administrative agencies, and court and procuracy agencies. This 

thesis follows a broad conception of civil service, however, it focuses on administrative and 

public service delivery agencies, and those working in these agencies – namely the public 

human resources.    

The public human resources is “a key ingredient in the better-government recipe because 

of its inextricable link with government performance” (Coggburn, 2005, p. 424). Commonly 

known as civil servants, cadres, or public employees, they “directly influence the nature and 

implementation of government policies” (Kellough & Selden, 2003, p. 166). Therefore, public 

HRM is “the major means” to control the offices of the government and the power of those 

offices (Kellough & Nigro, 2006). If public HRM does not function optimally, “the 

effectiveness and perceived legitimacy of government activities can suffer significantly” 

(Kellough & Selden, 2003, p. 166). In countries with the nomenklatura system like the Soviet 

Union, China, and Vietnam, the term “cadre affairs” is used to refer to the management of 

civil servants, cadres, or public employees under the control of the communist parties. 

Public HRM has undergone a gradual shift from traditional public personnel management to 

strategic public HRM. Public personnel management, which developed during the 1960s, is 
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the career service model with three pillars: merit-based recruitment and selection and 

promotion through an internal career path; tenured employment to support independence 

and put public servants beyond the whims of political masters; and a unified service with a 

standardized framework of pay and conditions (Brown, 2004; Colley et al., 2012). Since the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, there has been a shift from the public personnel administration 

system to public HRM with a more flexible and proactive management approach (Brown, 

2004). Significantly, the advancement of NPM during the 1990s entailed radical changes to 

public HRM towards being more “business-like” and the shift from a “rule-bound” culture to 

a “performance-based” culture (Shim, 2001). By focusing more on effective job performance 

and high quality of output, policies such as "job-for-life", pay based on grade in the hierarchy, 

or promotion based on seniority are replaced by part-time or temporary contracts, 

performance-based pay, and competitive promotion (Boyne et al., 1999; Colley et al., 2012). 

Since the early 2000s, there has been a trend of shifting from a career-based civil service 

system in which promotions are made from internal sources of lower-ranked public officials 

to a position-based system where selection for a specific position is made based on the 

candidate’s experience and training relevant to the position’s responsibilities (Thijs et al., 

2017). Despite these developments, meritocracy remains a fundamental principle and an 

inherent civil service policy - a factor that dominates the history of public HRM (Schultz, 

2002).   

1.3.3.2. Meritocracy as a fundamental principle of public HRM 

The practice of meritocracy is found to originate in China with imperial competitive 

examinations during the Sui Dynasty in 622 AD. It subsequently travelled to the West, and 

was then transferred back to Asia in modern times (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). In 1958, 

Michael Young wrote: “an era [with] patronage at last abolished in the civil service and 

competitive entry made the rule. Merit became the arbiter, attainment the standard, for entry 
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and advancement in a splendid profession…” (Young, 1958, p. 46). He defines meritocracy 

as “intelligence plus effort” (Young, 1994). In practice, meritocracy relates to the appropriate 

use of people’s talents and rewards based on merit (Barbosa, 2014; Kim & Choi, 2017; 

Panayotakis, 2014). Meritocracy possesses two fundamental features: “impartial 

competition” and “equality of opportunity” with a fair and transparent system that reduces 

potential corruption and rejects nepotism and patronage (Kim & Choi, 2017). With these 

features, meritocracy is regarded as the first principle (Woodard, 2005) or the defining value 

(Schultz, 2002) of the civil service. 

Notably, there are considerable differences in the goals of meritocracy in Western and Asian 

countries. In the West, meritocracy was promoted primarily to replace the political patronage 

or spoils system and to ensure the stability of the administrations despite changes of elected 

governments (So, 2015). Meanwhile, meritocracy in Asia was developed to strengthen the 

legitimacy of the ruling regimes (So, 2015). This can be seen as the root of differences in 

the perception and application of meritocracy in the two hemispheres (see Table 1.1). In 

Western societies, meritocracy is closely linked to the notions of capitalism, egalitarianism, 

and democratic values (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013; Sealy, 2010). It highlights the 

principles of equality, fairness, and political neutrality (So, 2015). It relates to “the quest for 

neutral competence in government officials” with the core value of being able “to do the work 

of government expertly, and to do it according to explicit, objective standards rather than to 

personal or party or other obligations and loyalties” (Kaufman, 1956, p. 1060). With the 

insulation of the civil service from political pressures, meritocracy in Western countries is 

closely related to “depoliticisation” which aims at countering patronage and nepotism (So, 

2015). 
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Table 1.1. Differences between meritocracy in the West and Asia  

 The West Asia 
Primary concerns Combat political patronage 

or spoils systems 
Combat corruption and nepotism 

Perception - Closely linked to the 
notions of capitalism, 
egalitarian, and democratic 
values 
- More concerned about 
political ties 
- Highlights the principles of 
equality, fairness, and 
political neutrality 

- Associated with Weberian principles 
of an ideal bureaucracy coupled with 
Confucian values 
- Less concerned about political ties 
and political preferences 
- More concerned about family, patron-
client ties, and corruption 
- Focuses on equality while targeting 
only those of certain merits 

Sources: Poocharoen and Brillantes (2013), Sealy (2010), and So (2015) 
 

In Asia, meritocracy is emphasised by countries that are heavily influenced by Confucianism 

- its perception and practice are different from those in the West. According to Poocharoen 

and Brillantes (2013), Asia’s meritocracy is associated with Weberian principles of an ideal 

bureaucracy coupled with Confucianism. Asia’s meritocracy is much less concerned about 

democratic values, social inequality, and political preferences, but more about family, patron 

ties, and corruption. It focuses on giving equal opportunities to all to enter the public sector 

while targeting only those of certain merits, such as educational qualifications.  

1.3.3.3. Merit-based policies 

Despite the differences in the perception of meritocracy, merit-based policies are commonly 

reflected in four areas of public HRM: recruitment and selection, promotion, assessment, 

and rewards (see Table 1.2). Recruitment, selection, and promotion are regarded as the 

cornerstones of a meritocratic system (Bellows, 2009). They consist of “competition, open 

selection, careful evaluation of qualities, and of having a set of qualification standards and 

established recruitment process; rather than arbitrary appointment of individuals to civil 

service positions” (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013, p. 143). The meritocratic recruitment 

process requires the candidates to have educational qualifications and pass merit-based 
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competitive examinations, including both written tests and interviews (Davis, 2006). To 

eliminate political intervention in recruitment, open competitive examinations were 

introduced, which emphasise practical skills and knowledge (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 

2013). Nowadays, as well as examinations, panel interviews, and psychological tests are 

applied in many countries (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013; Sundell, 2014). 

Table 1.2. Merit-based policies  
 

Policies Principles Practices 
Merit-based recruitment - Competitive and open 

recruitment and selection 
- Careful evaluation of qualities 
- A set of qualification standards 
required  

Competitive examinations 
(written tests and interviews), 
emphasising practical skills and 
knowledge 

Merit-based assessment Performance-based assessment Clear performance expectations 
and indicators to measure 
actions and results of work 

Merit-based promotion Based on individual 
competence, ability, or 
achievements instead of birth, 
privilege, seniority, etc. 

Performance-based 
assessments used as criteria for 
promotion considerations 

Merit-based rewards - Link performance to payment 
and rewards 
- Rewards are made based on 
performance alone, rather than 
on  equality, seniority, etc. 

Pay-for-skill and pay-for-
performance policies 

Sources: Castilla (2010), Davis (2006), Poocharoen and Brillantes (2013), Reyes (2013), and Sundell (2014)  
 

Promotion under the meritocratic system is determined based on individual competence, 

ability, and achievements, instead of birth, privilege, or other factors not related to skill and 

talent (Reyes, 2013). Therefore, meritocratic promotion is related to performance-based 

assessment, in which performance results are used as criteria for promotion considerations 

and advancement in public careers (Bellows, 2009; Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). 

Performance-based assessments are made “with clear performance expectations and 

indicators to measure actions and results of work” (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013, p. 143). 

In addition, linking performance to payment and rewards with policies such as pay-for-skill 
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and pay-for-performance is an aspect of meritocracy (Castilla & Benard, 2010). Merit pay 

requires that rewards are made based on performance, rather than other factors such as 

equality or seniority (Heneman & Werner, 2005)  

In short, meritocracy has been used as the most important principle in making public HRM 

policies (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013), in which political neutrality and impartiality are 

seen as a central doctrine of modern public administration (Zhang, 2015). However, the 

perception and practice of meritocracy vary according to different countries and are not static 

but have been changing over time. The current trend in defining the merit system in Anglo-

Saxon countries emphasises the notion of “fitness to do the job” and provides public 

managers with more selection power instead of centralised examinations (So, 2015). 

Accordingly, the merit-based policies of open and competitive examinations for selection 

and relative security of tenure are challenged by the emerging “at-will employment” system 

(Nigro & Kellough, 2008). Despite these changes, meritocracy remains the fundamental 

principle in public HRM and merit-based policies are adopted by many countries worldwide. 

This provides a foundation for studying merit-based policy transfer.    

1.4. Thesis structure  

This thesis is organised into eight chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the background of the 

research, presents research aims and questions, and elaborates on the conceptual 

foundations and analytical frameworks. With a brief overview of the policy transfer research, 

this chapter identifies the gaps in the literature, particularly policy transfer study in an 

authoritarian context, from which research questions are framed to meet the aims of the 

thesis. Given the complexity of the key concepts of policy transfer, authoritarian regimes, 

and meritocracy, this chapter clarifies the conceptual and analytical framework used in this 

thesis, which helps to formulate the research focus, and set the boundary for data collection 

and analysis, and theorisation of research findings.       
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Chapter 2 reviews the theorisation of policy transfer, with close attention to the context of 

Asia, authoritarianism, and merit-based policy. It firstly draws an overall picture of policy 

transfer, both its process and outcomes, based on the seven-question analytical framework 

suggested by Dolowitz and Marsh (2000). This is followed by a special focus on policy 

transfer in Asia and China. This focus reveals some common features of policy transfer in 

the Asian setting and distinctive features of policy transfer in an authoritarian country. 

Existing studies about policy transfer in Vietnam are also reviewed to develop an overview 

of policy transfer in this distinctive context. As the main focus of transfer is merit-based 

policies, this chapter reviews the main features of the merit-based policies in Western and 

Asian countries and the process of merit-based policy transfer. This chapter concludes with 

the identification of key areas that have not been examined in the policy transfer scholarship. 

Chapter 3 presents the research context and research design. As policy transfer is 

significantly influenced by the adopting context, this chapter presents Vietnam’s historical, 

political, cultural, and socio-economic conditions that are relevant to policy transfer. It also 

delves into the main features of Vietnam's civil service and the transformation of its 

meritocratic policy over the past decades. Based on this research context, the chapter 

describes the research design, with particular attention to elaborating on an analytical 

framework and a research approach that supports policy transfer analysis in Vietnam's 

context. It proposes a three-step analytical framework and the use of the multi-level and 

historical institutionalist approaches in the research. Issues relating to epistemology and 

ontology with the adoption of interpretivism and constructivism respectively are also clarified. 

A detailed description of the case study, qualitative research methods with case selection, 

data collection and analysis, and the grounded theory method are provided, demonstrating 

how theories of policy transfer are generated.  
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Chapter 4 validates the occurrence of merit-based policy transfer by answering two 

questions: 1) What activities are conducted to promote policy transfer?, and 2) What is 

transferred from where?. Given the difficulty in demonstrating policy transfer in the context 

of authoritarianism (Hall & Ambrosio, 2017), this chapter begins with an explanation of a 

practical approach to identifying policy transfer in the Vietnamese context. Evidence of merit-

based policy transfer is provided in detail with an analysis of policy elements being 

transferred, including policy norms, goals, ideas, tools, instruments, and techniques. Policy 

transfer activities, policy sources, and lessons are confirmed together with a discussion of 

Vietnam’s selectiveness, norm localisation, and hybridity in policy adoption. This chapter 

also identifies various policy transfer pathways at different levels of governance. This 

chapter concludes that Vietnam has learned from both Asian and Western countries, 

resulting in a hybrid meritocratic system - meritocracy without political neutrality.         

Chapter 5 answers the first research question as to why merit-based policy transfer 

happens. It firstly examines the national and international context for policy transfer, arguing 

that both internal and external contextual features are conducive to merit-based policy 

transfer. It then investigates when policy transfer is initiated and policy transfer decisions 

are made through the identification of critical junctures. After specifying the main actors, 

both domestically and internationally, and their roles in policy transfer, this chapter focuses 

on analysing their motivations in promoting and shaping policy transfer, highlighting the 

significance of political motivations. This chapter also identifies the dialectical relationship 

between structure and agency and illuminates the dynamics of the authoritarian regime in 

policy transfer. 

Chapter 6 answers the second research question of how merit-based policy transfer 

happens. It analyses the steps and procedures of the transfer process at different levels of 

policymaking, showing that Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is a voluntary process that 



 
23 

 

goes through the domestic political and legislative hierarchy. The chapter also shows the 

existence of different policy transfer mechanisms, explains how emulation, adaptation, and 

hybridisation occur at different stages of the transfer process, and confirms that simple 

copying is not a choice of authoritarian leadership. This chapter goes on with a detailed 

analysis of key influencing factors on policy transfer, including the endogenous historical, 

political, institutional, cultural, and economic-societal reality, particularly political leadership, 

international relations policy, and characteristics of the merit-based policy itself. The chapter 

highlights the significance of “political fit”, “institutional fit”, “normative fit” and “path 

dependency” in policy transfer. 

Chapter 7 answers the final research question of how merit-based policy transfer relates to 

policy outcomes. It begins with the clarification of an approach to policy transfer evaluation. 

Based on McConnell’s (2010) categorisation of policy success/failures, the chapter 

assesses the programmatic and political outcomes of merit-based policy transfer in terms of 

the legal system, civil service capacity, governance efficiency, and legitimacy, arguing that 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has gained a mixture of conflicted programmatic 

success and resilient political success. This result is then explained by an analysis of the 

conflicted process success. This chapter also identifies existing challenges to merit-based 

policy transfer outcomes, including mock compliance, politicisation, and the limits of learning 

in the authoritarian context. At the same time, it shows that the Vietnamese leadership has 

adopted a strategic policy transfer style, which is attributed to the mixed outcome of policy 

transfer success.    

Chapter 8 theorises the main features of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes and states 

the thesis’s contributions academically and practically. The main features of policy transfer 

in authoritarian regimes are reflected in the goals, patterns, strategies, and outcomes of the 

process. The chapter also discusses a combined Asian and authoritarian way of policy 
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transfer to highlight the institutional and geographical distinctiveness of policy transfer. The 

chapter then identifies the thesis’s contributions to developing the policy transfer theory, 

including its conception, analytical framework, and methodological techniques. It also 

provides some implications for the practice of policy transfer and meritocratic reform in the 

authoritarian context. By indicating the limitations of the thesis, the chapter outlines areas 

for future research. The concluding remarks reflect the researcher’s observation of merit-

based policy transfer under authoritarianism. 
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Chapter 2. Theorising and contextualising policy transfer - Asia, Vietnam, and 

meritocracy 

The literature on policy transfer has been greatly enhanced by answering Dolowitz and 

Marsh’s (1996, 2000) seven questions. Their analytical framework concentrates on three 

key points: description (how policy transfer is made), explanation (why policy transfer 

occurs), and prescription (how policy transfer should be made) (Evans, 2009b). This chapter 

will firstly illustrate an overall picture of policy transfer, both its process and outcomes, based 

on this analytical framework. It will then focus on existing studies about policy transfer in 

Asia and China to outline features of policy transfer in the Asian setting and an authoritarian 

country, followed by an overview of policy transfer in Vietnam. Based on the analysis of the 

main features of merit-based policies in Western and Asian countries, the chapter will 

identify what has been studied regarding merit-based policy transfer and discuss research 

gaps in the scholarship. 

2.1. Policy transfer – process and outcomes 

2.1.1. Why does policy transfer happen? 

The literature on why policy transfer happens varies between 1) the conditions for the 

occurrence and the growth of policy transfer, and 2) the reasons why different stakeholders 

promote or are involved in the process. The former focuses on global, national, and local 

circumstances that enable the development of policy transfer. The latter investigates the 

objectives, motivations, and circumstances of the transfer actors. Given the overlapping 

instances of both explanations, answers to the question can be categorised into three 

groups of factors: 1) factors relating to the adopting actors (adopting actors can be used 

interchangeably with borrowing/importing/destination actors/countries/jurisdictions); 2) 

factors relating to the policy itself and the exporting actors (exporting actors can be used 



 
26 

 

interchangeably with transferring/exporting/lending/originating/source 

actors/countries/jurisdictions); and 3) global forces.    

Firstly, factors relating to the adopting actors include those at both macro and micro levels. 

At the macro level, new opportunity structures for policy transfer appear when there is a 

major institutional change or when the governmental system is under conditions of 

uncertainty (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983; Evans & Davies, 1999). In times of uncertainty, 

policymakers need to resort to “quick fix” solutions that policy transfer can provide (Evans, 

2009b). Likewise, micro-level dissatisfaction with existing policy systems can create an 

opportunity for policy transfer because it motivates the change of status quo (Rose, 2005). 

Policy transfer also happens due to the fears of “being left behind” (Bennett, 1991, p. 43) or 

“being the odd-man-out” (Hoberg, 1991, p. 114). When political actors “perceived their 

country as falling behind its neighbours or competitors” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 349), 

they try to develop policies quickly to keep up with their partners, such as in the case of 

policy transfer in Japan (Westney, 1987). The occurrence of policy transfer can be especially 

due to political reasons to develop a political agenda, to respond to domestic political 

pressure, to legitimise decisions already taken, and to respond to the need for evidence-

based policymaking (Evans, 2017c; Legrand, 2012; McCarthy-Jones & Turner, 2015). 

Secondly, various factors on the part of the lending actors can directly or indirectly initiate 

policy transfer. The endeavour to become a competition state can motivate a country to 

engage in policy transfer, particularly in such areas as NPM, economic, urban, and welfare 

policies (Evans & Davies, 1999). The role of leading countries as successful exemplars also 

leads to policy transfer through the mechanism of “follow-the leader” (Dobbin et al., 2007). 

While some actors are proactive in spreading their policy knowledge, others, particularly 

powerful actors, seek to impose a policy idea onto other countries which eventually results 

in coercive transfer (Vinke-De Kruijf et al., 2012). In addition, the policy itself can be a factor 
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leading to policy transfer. The policy being perceived as “a fad or fashion” (Page, 2000), or 

as an evidence-based policymaking example (Legrand, 2012; Marsden & Stead, 2011), can 

increase the chance for its adoption across borders. This advantage is maximised if the 

policy is geographically, ideologically, or culturally proximate to the adopting countries 

(Stone, 2004). 

Thirdly, the dynamics of global forces accelerate policy transfer. The development of 

advanced information and communication technology makes it easier for policymakers to 

have faster contact and access experience elsewhere and for policy exporters to sell their 

expertise, enabling “policy tourism” opportunity only with a mouse-click  (Dolowitz & Marsh, 

2000; Evans, 2009b). Moreover, globalisation makes countries interdependent and they 

may be pushed to adopt similar policies, which can result in policy convergence in many 

fields (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000; Evans & Davies, 1999). The pressures caused by global, 

social, and economic forces also generate common policy problems and incentives to seek 

and share common policy solutions (Drezner, 2001; Holzinger & Knill, 2005). Last but not 

least, the proliferation and activeness of international organisations (IOs) and non-

government actors who either encourage or force many countries to adopt similar policies 

or facilitate the spread of “best practices” contributes to the occurrence of policy transfer 

(Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). In short, reasons for the occurrence of policy transfer can be 

found in factors relating to the adopting actors, the exporting actors, the policy itself, and the 

dynamics of global forces.   

2.1.2. Who are actors involved in the policy transfer process?  

The transfer process involves a variety of stakeholders. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) identify 

nine categories of actors: elected officials, political parties, bureaucrats/civil servants, 

pressure groups, policy entrepreneurs and experts, transnational corporations, think tanks, 

supra-national governmental and non-governmental institutions, and consultants. Similarly, 



 
28 

 

Evans (2009b) indicates that there are at least eight main categories of agents of transfer: 

politicians, bureaucrats, policy entrepreneurs including think-tanks, knowledge institutions, 

academicians and other experts, pressure groups, global financial institutions, international 

organisations, and supra-national institutions. Recent studies highlight the roles of both 

government and non-government actors, either as homogeneous categories of politicians 

and bureaucrats (Dussauge-Laguna, 2013; Stone et al., 2020), policy ambassadors (Porto 

de Oliveira, 2020), or as heterogeneous groups of transgovernmental policy networks 

(Legrand, 2021; Stone, 2004; Zhang & Yu, 2021), instrument constituencies (Béland et al., 

2018), transnational expert networks (Wirth et al., 2021), and non-elite actors (Baker et al., 

2020). Despite this diversity, main policy transfer actors include the following:  

Political actors, including politicians, elected officials, political parties, bureaucrats/civil 

servants, and pressure groups, are seen as “key actors” in the transfer process (Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 1996). The political actors’ motivations are the drive for policy transfer (Ertugal, 

2018). Their involvement relates to policy objectives, values, networks, and resources for 

policy transfer (Evans & Davies, 1999). They can decide which foreign templates to be 

considered and adopted (Lodge, 2003) and influence how ideas travel across jurisdictions 

(Cairney, 2009). They control the transfer process by affecting the transfer process design 

(Minkman et al., 2018), and consequently decide the transfer outcomes (Dussauge-Laguna, 

2013; Nakano, 2004).  

Policy entrepreneurs refer to individuals or organisations who have the capacity to convey, 

introduce and implement innovative ideas (Mintrom, 1997). They can introduce, articulate, 

translate, build networks, advocate, and help implement new policy ideas (Mintrom, 1997; 

Petridou & Mintrom, 2021; Rose, 1993). Nowadays, policy entrepreneurs become more and 

more active in selling their policies worldwide (Dunlop, 2009; Nay, 2012) and can promote 

policies at the local, national and transnational levels (Porto de Oliveira, 2020).  
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International organisations (IOs) such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the United 

Nations (UN), and their agencies are involved in spreading ideas, programmes and 

institutions worldwide and developing common policy responses. They can set norms and 

principles, rules, and decision-making procedures that their member countries will follow 

(Stone, 2004). They also influence policymakers with information and ideas conveyed in 

their conferences, publications, training activities, and consultations (Nay, 2012; Stone, 

2012). IOs can act as voluntary policy transfer actors by encouraging the exchange of ideas 

between countries (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000), but can also be involved in coercive policy 

transfer through their loan conditions (Stone, 2004).  

Nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) participate in policy transfer with their policy ideas, 

expertise, programmes, personnel, and social movements (Stone, 2004). NGOs “use their 

intellectual authority or market expertise to reinforce and legitimate certain forms of policy 

or normative standards as best practice” (Stone, 2012, p. 494). NGOs also play a significant 

role in disseminating norms across the global sphere, leading to the process of policy 

diffusion and policy transfer  (Moran, 2014). 

An epistemic community is a knowledge-based network, comprising scientists or individuals 

from any discipline or profession (Evans & Davies, 1999). They use their knowledge to 

promote global awareness of certain policy problems and policy options (Evans & Davies, 

1999). As part of epistemic communities, think tanks can influence the policy discourse 

(Ladi, 2005; Stone, 2012). Other actors such as research institutes, consultancy firms, 

philanthropic foundations, university centres, scientific associations, professional societies, 

etc. also play an important role in transferring intellectual issues underpinning policies 

(Evans, 2009b; Stone, 2004).  
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Political consultants are individuals or firms acting as policy experts in promoting new 

programmes and policies (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). They offer advice to the 

governments/policymakers based upon what is seen as “best practice”. Their roles in policy 

transfer are complex. In coercive transfer with the conditionality of loans or aids, they may 

be assigned by the exporting countries to the importing countries, without the importers’ 

choice of desired policy consultants. However, political consultants may also be freely 

chosen by the importing countries in the same conditions (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000).  

In short, actors in policy transfer can be state or non-state actors and can be individuals or 

organisations. Their role and influence vary remarkably depending on different contexts and 

the power they assume in the process (Evans, 2019; Stone et al., 2020). Multiple agents 

can either work simultaneously, or at different points in a single process with different roles 

(Dussauge-Laguna, 2013; Evans, 2009b). Some actors are privileged thanks to their 

positions in policymaking such as politicians, while some others may have more limited 

roles. Besides, some actors are more attuned to certain types of transfer. For example, state 

actors are more associated with hard transfers, while non-state actors are more likely to be 

involved in soft transfers (Stone, 1999, 2004). The interactions between different actors are 

a dynamic perspective of policy transfer. They can form policy transfer networks (Legrand, 

2016; Stone et al., 2020) and work as instrument constituencies (Béland et al., 2018) to 

promote policy transfer in particular contexts. 

2.1.3. What is transferred?  

What is actually and possibly transferred is diverse (see Table 2.1). Dolowitz and Marsh 

(2000) identify eight categories of transfer: policy goals, policy content, policy instruments, 

policy programmes, institutions, ideologies, ideas and attitudes, and negative lessons. By 

adopting Hall’s (1993) three different types of change, Evans (2009b) summarises three 

sets of the outputs from policy transfer, including first order change in the settings of the 
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policy instruments; second order change to the policy instruments themselves; and third 

order change to the actual goals of the policy which embraces ideology, ideas, attitudes, 

and concepts. Meanwhile, Stone (2012) labels “soft” transfers (including norms, standard 

setting, and development of professional communities or networks) and “hard” transfer 

(including policy tools, structures, and practices). 

Table 2.1. What is transferred 
 

“Soft” transfers 
 

“Hard” transfers 

- Ideology 
- Ideas 
- Concepts 
- Attitudes 
- Goals 
- Norms 
- Standard setting 

- Structure and content 
- Instruments and tools 
- Techniques 
- Institutions 
- Programmes 
- Practices 
- Implementation 

Sources: Dolowitz and Marsh (1996, 2000), Evans and Davies (1999), and Stone (2012) 
 

The literature has also seen a discussion on the frequency of what is transferred. Although 

the identification of what is actually transferred is difficult because of the “complex mixture 

of ideas, issues, compromises and practices that go to make up “policy”” (Page, 2000, p. 4), 

it is likely that soft transfers are more frequent than hard transfers. Many studies find that 

policy ideas are more likely to be transferred than policy designs, structures, and 

programmes because they can be utilised by multiple actors to serve various purposes 

(Mossberger, 2000; Stone, 2004). A study by Nutley et al. (2013) demonstrates that there is 

a high degree of convergence in policy goals and instruments, but significant differences 

and divergence in policy content, style, and outcomes.  

2.1.4. From where are lessons drawn?  

Policy lessons can come from different sources. In terms of temporal dimension, experience 

and lessons from the past of the adopters can be sources of transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 

1996). In terms of spatial dimension, experience and lessons from other political systems 
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are sources of transfer. According to Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), other political systems can 

be at all levels - international, national, and local. As policy transfer is about knowledge, 

evidence and learning, policymakers obviously search for lessons from policies with both 

negative and positive outcomes, and those lessons “are grounded in evidence” (Legrand, 

2012, p. 335). Particularly, lessons from the originating institutions/countries with a proximity 

in language, geography, culture, ideology, and institutional structure are more likely to be 

sources of preferences thanks to the advantage of “psychological proximity” (Rose 1993). 

However, policy transfer is a complex process and thus the sources of lessons are not 

straightforward. Dussauge-Laguna (2013) argues that transfer can happen in waves and 

involve iterations, and therefore the path of travelling lessons can start from A, to B, and 

then to C. In addition, Stone (2004) confirms that apart from bilateral horizontal transfers 

between states, policy transfers can occur vertically between states and international 

organisations or between transnational non-state actors. Given this complexity, when 

identifying sources of lessons in detail, Evans and Davies (1999, p. 368) theoretically 

propose at least twenty-five pathways of transfers, with interactions among international, 

transnational, regional, national and local levels. Nevertheless, policy transfer is not a linear 

process. Instead, it is multidirectional, complicated, and “messy” (Stone, 2017, p. 55). A 

recent study by Graham and Robertson (2021) shows that policy transfer can occur in a 

circular mechanism, in which the transferred policy can “flow back” to the originating 

sources. In short, policy lessons can be drawn from diverse sources.  

2.1.5. What are the different degrees of transfer?  

Policy transfer has different degrees which are classified quite similarly across the literature. 

Rose (1993) indicates five degrees of transfer: copying, emulation, hybridisation, synthesis, 

and inspiration. Dolowitz and Marsh (2000) identify four degrees: copying, emulation, 

combination, and inspiration. Evans (2009b) names four different transfer processes: 
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copying, emulation, hybridisation, and inspiration. Meanwhile, Minkman et al (2018) refer to 

three transfer types: imitation, adaptation, and inspiration. Despite some variation, policy 

transfer generally includes the following degrees or mechanisms:   

Copying involves direct and complete transfer and happens when the adopter uses a policy 

elsewhere without any changes or modifications (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). Copying is 

referred to as imitation (Minkman et al., 2018) or mimicking (Dobbin et al., 2007). It is seen 

as a “quick fix” for policymakers when they need an urgent solution for problems at home 

(Minkman et al., 2018). However, copying is seen as the most risky learning strategy 

because the application of transferred lessons is greatly subject to contextual conditions and 

actors’ motivations  (Toens & Landwehr, 2009). 

Emulation involves transfers of the ideas behind the policy or programme (Dolowitz & Marsh, 

2000). With emulation, a country uses other countries’ policies as a standard for making 

policy at home (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996). Emulation can be termed “mimicry” or 

“socialisation” to refer to “the process of copying foreign models in terms of symbolic or 

normative factors, rather than a technical or rational concern with functional efficiency” 

(Marsh & Sharman, 2009, p. 272).   

Hybridisation, which can be labelled as combination or synthesis, involves mixtures of 

different policies from different sources to make a policy at home (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). 

Various lessons can be learned from more than one organisation/country at a time, leading 

to hybrids and adaptive innovation (Stone, 2004). Recent studies refer to a similar process 

of assemblage or bricolage whereby a new policy is made from the combination of various 

models from multiple sources (de Jong, 2013; Savage, 2020; Stone, 2017). 

Adaptation occurs when the transferred policy is modified to suit the importers’ context. It 

involves policy translation, which is “the process of modification of policy ideas and creation 
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of new meanings and designs” (Mukhtarov, 2014, p. 76). When a policy travels, “it is revised, 

inflected, appropriated and bent into encounters of different kinds” (Clarke et al., 2015, p. 

15). In this process, some original policy elements are retained but others may be rejected 

or neglected, and consequently lost (Hassenteufel et al., 2017; Kluczewska & Korneev, 

2021). When it comes to “soft” transfer (Stone, 2012), this process is termed “norm 

localisation”, in which the borrowers actively “modify[ing] transnational norms in accordance 

with their preconstructed normative beliefs and practices” (Acharya, 2004, p. 269). 

Inspiration occurs when policies in another country may inspire fresh thinking about a policy 

change at home (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Rose, 1991). It means that other countries’ 

policies serve as an “intellectual stimulus for developing a novel programme without an 

analogue”  (Rose, 1991, p. 22).  

In reality, policy transfer can be very complicated as visualised by Dolowitz (2017, p. 48):  

“… policymakers in system A are likely to see a range of policies in systems 

B, C and D and that these (or part of these) policies are combined with E, F, 

G to create a “new” policy Z. And, that as Z works its way through the 

policymaking process, it will be further altered and modified as new ideas 

(some transferred some indigenous) mix with it”.   

Different degrees are linked to different policy outcomes (see Figure 2.1). Mere copying 

certainly results in similarities/convergence, but adaptation, hybridisation, or inspiration may 

not. However, policies are rarely transferred wholesale or unchanged, therefore copying is 

the least popular (Marsh & Evans, 2012a; Stone, 2012). Degrees of transfer also vary 

depending on different actors. For example, politicians are more concerned about copying 

or emulation, while bureaucrats are more interested in combination (Dolowitz & Marsh, 

2000). Different stages of transfer may also entail different transfer degrees. For example, 
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emulation may be more likely at the agenda-setting stage, while copying or combining is 

more common at the policy formulation or implementation stages (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000).  

  

2.1.6. What restricts or facilitates the policy transfer process?  

Different scholars have different approaches to categorising influencing factors on policy 

transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Evans, 2019; Evans & Davies, 1999; Minkman et al., 

2018). This thesis identifies three groups of factors that relate to the transfer actors, the 

policy itself, and the context. 

Firstly, the actors’ characteristics have a significant influence on policy transfer. If the 

exporting actors have a good reputation, the transfer can be favourably motivated; in 

contrast, it is more difficult for their policy to be transferred (Bok, 2015). Likewise, the transfer 

process can be easily initiated and supported thanks to the adopting actor’s receptivity and 

openness, and vice versa (Dolowitz & Medearis, 2009; Minkman et al., 2018). The adopting 

actors’ decision-making power also determines how, and whether or not transfer occurs. 

The lack of decision-making power or dependency on other states or donors increases the 

potential for coercive policy transfer (Ohemeng, 2010) or can make it incomplete (Ademmer, 

2014). The adopting actors’ capacity for searching and implementing external policies also 

matters (Minkman et al., 2018; Randma‐Liiv & Kruusenberg, 2012). Importantly, the roles of 

key actors, through their support and leadership, can determine policy transfer success or 

failure (Fawcett & Marsh, 2012; Šimić Banović, 2015). The way the adopting actors deploy 

their strategies, such as HRM or information dissemination, facilitates or constrains the 
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process (Casady & Parra, 2021; Welsh, 2010). Lastly, actors in different governance 

systems may adopt different transfer approaches, influencing the identification of policy 

problems, and what policy elements are to be transferred (Hulicka et al., 2021).   

Secondly, the features of the policy can facilitate or hinder the transfer of itself. The more 

complicated the policy is, the more difficult for it to be transferred and vice versa (Dolowitz 

& Marsh, 1996; Rose, 1993). The reason is that simple policies require less organisational 

capacity and thus the possibility of failure is minimised (Lépinard, 2015). The policy’s 

interchangeability or “fungibility” (Rose, 1991) also makes it easier to be transferred because 

it can be applicable anywhere. The chance for transfer is greater if the policy is flexible and 

low context-dependent (de Loë et al., 2016; Kerlin, 2010), is at the right place and at the 

right time (Busch et al., 2005), and has a high level of alternativeness and affordability 

(Ademmer, 2014). Particularly, the policy’s reputation for being effective and successful 

makes it more attractive to policymakers (Metz & Fischer, 2016). Importantly, the 

transferability of a policy can be determined by the “normative fit” between itself and the 

destination (Minkman et al., 2018). If the policy matches the values and political objectives 

of the adopting actor, it is more likely to be transferred successfully (Chapman & Greenaway, 

2006; Clavier, 2010).  

Thirdly, contextual factors are of great importance to policy transfer. They include 

institutional, cultural, and socio-economic factors. Institutional similarity or “institutional fit” 

between importing and exporting settings, and the institutional implications of the policy play 

a significant role in making the transfer possible (Knill, 2005; Onursal-Beşgül, 2016). In 

contrast, if there is no “institutional fit”, policy transfer is unlikely to succeed (Minkman et al., 

2018; Yi-Chong, 2005). Cultural factors also play an important role in policy transfer 

(Bertram, 2020; Romano, 2021). It is because policy discourses are “set within the broader 

culture of a country” and thus, “culture offers an important key to understanding how policy 
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specific discourses are developed, interpreted and eventually integrated into the domestic 

policymaking context” (Lenschow et al., 2005, p. 801). Particularly, the mutual 

understanding of cultural differences is even more important than having a similar culture 

(de Jong & Bao, 2007). Additionally, countries with similar socio-economic development 

levels are more likely to share similar norms and thus are more likely to adopt similar policy 

ideas and practices. The lack of resources or affordability due to inferior economic 

development conditions can lead to transfer failure (Ademmer & Börzel, 2013; Marsden & 

Stead, 2011). Moreover, the relationships among actors such as bilateral or multilateral 

coalitions and networks can provide a favourable or discouraging condition for the transfer 

process (de Loë et al. 2016; Müller & Slominski 2015). 

Importantly, path dependency and critical junctures have a significant impact on transfer. 

According to Rose (1993, p. 78), “new programmes cannot be constructed on greenfield 

sites”, instead they enter “a policy environment dense with past commitments”. Historical 

legacy, pre-existing domestic policy beliefs, or past policies can influence the way the actors 

handle the policy transfer process (Beeson & Stone, 2013; Ertugal, 2018). Path dependency 

can also stop the transfer at any stage due to the impossibility to alter the policy discourse 

(Zhang, 2012) or conversely can facilitate policy adoption (Gullberg & Bang, 2015). Similarly, 

critical junctures, as defined by Capoccia and Kelemen (2007), can be a stimulus for policy 

change. A change of government, a crisis, or uncertainty can create favourable conditions 

for policy transfer to develop, or in contrast, they may prevent the continuation of a transfer 

(Dussauge-Laguna, 2012b; Evans, 2009b).  

2.1.7. How is the process of policy transfer related to policy “success” or “failure”? 

A concern in studying policy transfer is how far policy transfer relates to policy success and 

failure. The literature has seen two main streams: 1) evaluation of the success/failure of the 

policy transfer process itself; and 2) evaluation of the success/failure of the transferred 
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policy. Regarding the former, Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p. 19) classify three outcomes of 

policy transfer: 1) uninformed transfer (when the borrowing country does not have sufficient 

information about the policy/institution and the way it operates in the originating country); 2) 

incomplete transfer (where crucial elements of what made the policy or institutional structure 

a success in the originating country may not be transferred, leading to failure); and 3) 

inappropriate transfer (where the differences between the economic, social, political and 

ideological contexts in the originating and the destination country are not paid enough 

attention). Meanwhile, Minkman et al. (2018, p. 234) differentiate three categories: 1) 

successful adoption when the policy is adopted upon the completion of the transfer process; 

2) non-adoption when a policy was “considered but never initiated” or was “initiated but 

aborted along the way”; 3) formal adoption when “the policy was formally adopted but was 

not implemented or enforced”. The latter stream is more concerned with the effectiveness, 

efficiency, and influence of the transferred policy (Evans, 2009b; Marsh & Sharman, 2009). 

Its evaluation is based on McConnell’s (2010) categorisation of three dimensions of policy 

success/failure, including process, programme, and politics (Fawcett & Marsh, 2012).  

Generally, policy transfer is perceived to be successful when the aims set by the key actors 

are achieved (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). In some cases, particularly where a government 

looks for a “quick fix” by transferring a policy elsewhere, a transfer process can be perceived 

to be successful if it is adopted “virtually unamended” because the government can be seen 

as decisive, although in the long run, this may result in programmatic failure (Marsh & 

Sharman, 2009, p. 283). Meanwhile, Evans (2009a) contends that success in policy transfer 

should be evaluated at multiple levels, including the influence over the nature of policy 

debate at the pre-decision stage, the influence over the policy design, selection and options 

at the decision stage, and the influence over the policy outcomes and efficiency at the post-

decision stage. 
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There have been various explanations about the reasons why policy transfer is successful 

or not. Policy transfer is successful when it happens in favourable political, institutional, 

cultural, socio-economic and physiological contexts where key actors have adequate power, 

willingness, and resources to secure the process (Dolowitz, 2020; Ertugal, 2018; Ugyel & 

Daugbjerg, 2020). Reasons for unsuccessful transfer include a lack of political 

determination, compliance, resources (Askola, 2021; Bennett et al., 2015; Minkman et al., 

2018), and coercive and contradictory pressures (Boxenbaum & Jonsson, 2008). 

Particularly, since the actors may have bounded rationality, inappropriate transfers happen 

and this does not secure a policy success (Marsh & Sharman, 2009), leading to “misguided 

policy transfer” (Dobbins, 2014). In some cases, a policy may be adopted for legitimacy as 

a strategic response but it is not put into practice, which is named as a “decoupling” 

phenomenon (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) or ‘‘mock compliance’’ (Walter, 2008). In coercive 

transfer, the policies imposed by external actors may not suit the local conditions and can 

fail during the implementation stage (Marsh & Sharman, 2009). The failure to localise foreign 

policies also leads to policy transfer failure (Marsh & Evans, 2012a; Probert, 2021; Stone, 

2012). 

In summary, existing studies about policy transfer demonstrate that it is a complex process 

with the interplay between the actors and the context. However, as policy transfer theory 

originated from the West and the literature is heavily dominated by studies about Western 

democracies (Evans, 2009b; Minkman et al., 2018), the concern is how policy transfer works 

in another context. The next section will review studies about policy transfer in Asia and 

China, an authoritarian country with whom Vietnam shares many political, institutional, and 

cultural similarities.  
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2.2. Policy transfer in Asia and China   

2.2.1. Main features of policy transfer in Asia 

Despite a limited number of studies about policy transfer in Asia, the extant literature shows 

some main features of policy transfer in this context. Firstly, the reasons for the happening 

of policy transfer mainly originate from economic and political motivations. Christensen et 

al. (2008) point out that East Asian countries learn from overseas in order to catch up 

politically and economically and to accelerate their development. Developing countries such 

as Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia engage in transferring public sector reform policies to 

implement their market-oriented development plans (Turner, 2002). The need for loans and 

aids for development is also a factor leading to policy transfer in these countries (Minogue, 

2002). In developed countries like Singapore, policymakers promote policy transfer to 

legitimate the conclusions that were already reached (Common, 2017). 

Secondly, policy transfer in this context is significantly influenced by domestic conditions. 

When studying the possibility of applying the Western “good governance” model in East 

Asia, Beeson (2001) shows that adoption is more difficult due to the lack of comparable 

institutional infrastructure and political structures in these countries. Similarly, the transfer of 

the European Union (EU) models to East Asia is limited because of differences in political, 

economic, and strategic history (Beeson & Stone, 2013). Such differences can also affect 

policy outcomes (Minogue, 2002). In China, due to ideological differences and the lack of 

technical capacity, it is impossible for the Chinese government to adopt Western lessons 

wholesale (Zhang & Marsh, 2016). Similarly, contextual constraints, including the traditional 

mindset and different guiding philosophies, led to the failure of transferring the US curriculum 

to Taiwan (Lai, 2022).      
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Thirdly, policy transfer in this context is featured by translation and adaption. Studying the 

adoption of NPM reforms in East Asia, Turner (2002) finds that the process is partial rather 

than full adoption. South East Asia’s learning from the EU also happens in the Asian manner 

of selective rule-taking, translation, and adaption, and modifying external models with 

alternative indigenous visions and norms (Beeson & Stone, 2013). Singapore’s policy 

transfer is “without blind acceptance and wholesale transplantation of foreign innovations 

without modification” (Quah, 2018, p. 15). Translation and localisation of external ideas are 

also observed in Tajikistan’s policy transfer (Kluczewska & Korneev, 2021). As for China, 

Zhang and Marsh (2016) contend that the authoritarian regime has adopted overseas ideas 

and adapted them to its own needs and interests. Adaptation is seen as a key to the success 

of policy transfer in the Asian context (Evans, 2017c; Ugyel & Daugbjerg, 2020). 

Despite these common features, policy transfer in this context is not monolithic, but diverse. 

Each country or group of countries in Asia possesses different approaches to policy transfer 

due to their own distinctive conditions. For example, when analysing NPM policy adoption 

in South East Asian countries, Turner (2002) classifies three groups of countries: group 1 

includes those who are enthusiastic about NPM reforms such as Singapore and Malaysia; 

group 2 comprises the Philippines, Thailand, and Indonesia, who are cautious with the NPM 

menu; and group 3, with Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia, are unfamiliar with NPM reforms 

due to the lack of the fundamental conditions or institutions for NPM reforms and the ruling 

of political parties which are suspicious of reforms that might threaten party control. This 

shows the diversity and complexity of policy transfer in this context.  

2.2.2. Policy transfer in authoritarian China 

In addition to the above common features, policy transfer in China has the distinctive 

characteristics of a one-party authoritarian state. Due to the country’s political structure, the 

transfer process is driven by the leadership of the CPC (Chen & Man, 2020; Zhang & Marsh, 
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2016). The CPC promotes policy transfer through multiple activities, including sending 

cadres to study overseas (Chan & Suizhou, 2007; Lim & Horesh, 2016; Zhang & Marsh, 

2016) and engaging in transfer networks (Zhang & Yu, 2021). Importantly, China’s policy 

transfer is mainly promoted by political elites. For example, China’s learning from the Soviet 

Union was initiated by Mao Zedong, and China’s learning from the West for public 

administration and civil service reform was promoted by Zhao Ziyang (Christensen et al., 

2012; Lam & Chan, 1995; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). The role of individual political leaders in 

policy transfer in other areas is also highlighted (Houlihan et al., 2010; Tan et al., 2019).  

China has evolved from the “point to point” style of policy transfer influenced by the Soviet 

Union, to a more pluralistic style of policy transfer from Western capitalist countries (Zhang 

et al., 2021). This is mainly motivated by an ideological shift from a Soviet-influenced state-

run economy to a Western-influenced market economy (Zhang & Marsh, 2016). China’s 

policymakers are interested in lessons from more developed countries such as the US, the 

UK, Australia, Singapore, and Japan and used policy transfer as a rational tool for solving 

domestic problems (Zhang et al., 2021; Zhang & Marsh, 2016; Zhang & Yu, 2021). However, 

the main transferred objects include ideas, methods, and techniques rather than deeper-

level structures and ideology (Tan et al., 2019). Due to China’s strong domestic forces, 

inspiration and adaptation are the main mechanisms of policy transfer (Dąbrowski et al., 

2018). Adaptation is adopted to fit China’s political structure and particularly the primacy of 

the CPC (Burns, 2014; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). The one-party power relations in China also 

necessitate the mechanisms of bricolage and compromise (de Jong, 2013; Leisering et al., 

2017). Some selected principles are compromised and institutionalised, but others are 

rejected to address existing power relations in the authoritarian setting (Chen & Man, 2020).  

There is notable progress in China’s policy transfer approach over time. Zhang and Marsh 

(2016) indicate that China’s learning from the West was generalised initially, but became 
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more selective later on. In addition to the “eclectic” approach, policy transfer in China is also 

characterised by gradualism, in which policy adoption is step-by-step to ensure stability and 

avoid disruption to the existing structure (de Jong, 2013). China’s learning goes along with 

experiments (Huotari & Heep, 2015) and can be best described as “learning by doing” 

(Zhang & Marsh, 2016). These features are distinctive and are seen as “the Chinese way” 

(de Jong, 2013) or Chinese-style policy transfer (Zhang et al., 2021)  

In short, while policy transfer in Asia shares some common features, each country does 

have their own trajectory. Policy transfer in authoritarian China exhibits distinctive features 

of this phenomenon in a one-party setting. The ruling party and its elites play a dominant 

role in the process. The institutional shift from a command economy to a market economy 

is the driving force for learning from the West. However, with the aim of maintaining the 

status quo of the one-party regime, translation and adaptation based on the principles of 

selectiveness and gradualism are employed. This has great implications for the study of 

policy transfer in authoritarian settings. The next section will discuss some features of policy 

transfer in a similar context of Vietnam. 

2.3. Policy transfer in the Vietnamese context 

Until the present, studies about policy transfer in Vietnam are limited and scattered. Some 

studies are about Vietnam’s learning from the West through the support of IOs to implement 

its institutional reforms. In his study about Vietnam’s state reform, Painter (2005a, p. 263) 

finds that although Vietnam absorbs the Western neo-liberal ideas and policies through the 

assistance and coercion of international financial institutes (IFIs) such as the IMF and the 

World Bank, their policies “are strongly influenced by models other than neo-liberalism” and 

“operate according to a set of ‘local rules’ rather than to those universally prescribed”. 

Similarly, Gainsborough’s (2010) study shows that despite nearly two decades of neoliberal-

inspired donor engagement, Vietnam’s changes in terms of its political philosophy, ideas, 
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and practices are modest. This is due to the fact that external forces are unable to dominate 

the game, instead, domestic actors shape the reform trajectory. Studying Vietnam’s state-

led developmentalism, Beeson and Pham (2012, p. 544) indicate that while Vietnam seems 

to conform with the IFIs’ reformist policy agenda, “they are much more in keeping with a 

general East Asian tradition of state-led, ‘interventionist’ public policy than they are the sort 

of neo-liberal reforms that have been so assiduously promoted by the IFIs”.  

Recent studies examine Vietnam’s policy transfer from Asian partners and its norm diffusion 

as a member of international agreements. Hwang and Song (2019) find that when 

transferring Korean international aid programmes to Vietnam, domestic actors, particularly 

top-level political leaders, play key roles. Objects being transferred are more in the goals, 

programme structures, and some of the policy instruments, but less in administrative 

techniques or the “soft” side of these elements. Meanwhile, studying how Vietnam imports 

the norms diffused through the European Union-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement, Hoang 

(2019) shows that Vietnam selects and adapts only certain EU norms and values to serve 

its domestic purposes, depending on its perception of national interests and political, cultural 

and economic context. Policy transfer has also been actively used as a tool for management 

success in environmental areas (Tran & Tuan, 2020). 

Studies about policy transfer in public administration reveal what has been transferred. 

Vasavakul (2006) argues that objects of transfer range from general public administration 

concepts to specific tools such as NPM, HRM, competence-based learning, performance 

management, etc. Similarly, Painter (2005b) finds out that Vietnam’s practices are similar to 

global administrative reform models, including decentralisation in the pay and rewards 

system and payment differentiation as an incentive mechanism to reward performance. 

However, while Vietnam’s policymakers are willing to expose themselves to external policy 

ideas provided by international donors, they maintain their control of the agenda of 
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problems. Consequently, what is adopted are management tools and solutions, while the 

doctrine of communism remains intact. In this process, domestic actors identify problems 

and control state resources, while the internationally familiar menu provides solutions, 

leading to the “development of local hybrids” (Painter, 2005b, p. 281) and "leapfrog" (Painter, 

2006). 

Policy transfer in Vietnam has occurred in a cautious manner. Due to the aim of maintaining 

political and social stability, foreign lessons are unable to be suddenly introduced and 

adopted (Hausman, 2010). As quoted in Hausman’s (2010, pp. 4-5) study, Mr. Trinh Tien 

Dung, head of UNDP’s Governance Unit stated that: “In some other places you can bring 

something and replicate it…. Here, people are eager to learn other ways of doing things for 

changes, but that process is more time-consuming as new ideas have to suit to the local 

context”. This also implies the roles of IOs in Vietnam’s policy transfer process. According 

to Hausman (2010, p. 2),  

“the UNDP and, later, the Asian Development Bank heavily influenced the 

explicit agenda but did not have much of a hand in its implementation. Donors 

often did not have high-level access in ministries, let alone in the party…. 

although international assistance was appreciated, all decisions rested with 

the government”.  

The limited influence of IOs in Vietnam’s reform is also confirmed by other studies 

(Benedikter, 2016). Additionally, studies show the predominance of the central government 

and the limited engagement of the local governments in policy transfer (Hwang & Song, 

2019; Mukhtarov et al., 2013). 

In the HRM area, a number of existing studies investigate the transfer of Western HRM 

ideology and practices into Vietnam’s business context. Zhu and Verstraeten (2013) find 
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that HRM policy transfer is carried out on a selective basis contingent on the needs of the 

government and the businesses. Studies by Truong et al. (2010), Poon and Rowley (2010), 

Kamoche (2001), Thang et al. (2007), and Nguyen et al. (2018) examine facilitating and 

constraining factors on the adoption of Western HRM philosophy in the Vietnamese context. 

For public HRM policy, existing studies show that improvements in Vietnam’s policy are 

aligned with the Western-style public HRM policies and practices such as decentralisation, 

meritocracy with competitive examination-based recruitment, differentiation in salary 

structure, and the shift from a career-based civil service system to a position-based one 

(Poon et al., 2009). In short, existing studies show that while Vietnam does not resist external 

policy models, it does import them in its own way subject to its distinctive conditions. These 

serve as a background for studying merit-based policy transfer in this context.  

2.4. Merit-based policy transfer 

To apprehend the extent and the nature of merit-based policy transfer at the global and 

national levels, it is necessary to identify the similarities and differences between merit-

based policies in Western and Asian countries. For the purpose of this thesis, this section 

will illustrate the main features of merit-based policies of three Western countries, including 

the US, the United Kingdom (UK), and Australia, and four Asian countries, including China, 

Japan, Singapore, and South Korea. Then, it will investigate the process of merit-based 

policy transfer in Western and Asian countries, with a focus on merit-based policy transfer 

in China.  

2.4.1. Merit-based policies in Western and Asian countries  

2.4.1.1. Merit-based policies in Western countries  

Western countries such as the US, the UK, and Australia are seen as pioneers in public 

HRM reforms (Poor et al., 2009). Meritocracy has long been adopted in these countries to 



 
47 

 

achieve impartial recruitment, selection, and promotion, instead of the arbitrary appointment 

and promotion of individuals (S'liwa & Johansson, 2014; Van-Biesen, 2006). Their 

meritocratic reforms went along with the shift from a career-based civil service system to a 

position-based civil service system (Bach & Kessler, 2008; OECD, 2005). While they share 

the same values of neutrality, competitiveness, openness, and fairness, there are some 

differences in the degree of application.  

The US legislated meritocracy for the first time in 1883 in the Pendleton Civil Service Reform 

Act (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). The Pendleton Act regulated a system of civil service 

requirements and organisation based on competitive examinations, the relative security of 

tenure, and political neutrality (Ruhil & Cames, 2003). Practices such as open competitive 

examinations and protection from political influence or coercion were exercised (Woodard, 

2005). In 1978, the Civil Service Reform Act (CSRA) was issued as an effort to maintain and 

improve meritocracy (McGrath, 2013). Merit-based recruitment requires open competition in 

which the candidates must attend competitive examinations followed by interviews (Selden, 

2005). The principle of meritocracy is also maintained by limiting the use of veterans’ 

preference and seniority in hiring and other areas of HRM (Nigro & Kellough, 2008). Merit-

based promotion is done through competitive examinations, in which seniority is not used 

as a basis for promotion (Cohen & Eimicke, 1994). Performance-related pay (PRP) was 

started at the federal level in 1981 and then developed at the state level (Battaglio, 2010; 

Brook & King, 2008).  

In the UK, the principle of merit was initiated in 1854 with the Northcote-Trevelyan report 

(Butler, 1993). This merit system was characterised by permanent civil servants recruited 

by competitive examinations. Today, this principle is still upheld in the Governance Act 2010 

which requires that recruitment for selection be on merit on the basis of fair and open 

competition (Civil Service Commission, 2019). Accordingly, merit selection aims to appoint 
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the best available person judged against the published criteria for the role. Merit-based 

recruitment includes competitive examinations with both written tests and interviews (Davis, 

2006). PRP, including individualised pay and group-wide bonuses, has also been introduced 

in many parts of the public sector since 1988 (Horton & Jones, 1996; Morris & Farrell, 2007).  

Australia adopted a merit-based civil service based on the British 1854 Northcote - 

Trevelyan Report (Podger, 2017). Australian civil service’s merit principle was stated in its 

Commonwealth Public Service Act 1902 and is being continued today with the execution of 

the Public Service Act 1999 (Australian Public Service Commission, 2004). Australia’s merit 

principle emphasises a reasonable opportunity to apply for a public position for all eligible 

candidates (So, 2015). Recruitment must be based on the assessment of the relative 

suitability of the candidates to perform the duties through a competitive selection process 

(So, 2015). Recruitment processes can include some or all of the following methods: 

interviews by a selection panel, work sample tests, psychometric testing, and group 

exercises (Australian Public Service Commission, 2019). Promotion is made through 

competitive assessment based on the relative suitability of candidates for the position 

(Australian Public Service Commission, 2019). PRP was introduced in 1992, however, it 

was restricted to members of the Senior Executive Service and those employed in the senior 

officer grades (O'Donnell et al., 2011).  

2.4.1.2. Merit-based policies in Asian countries 

Asian countries are diverse in historical, political, institutional, cultural, and socio-economic 

contexts, and thus in their civil service system. For China, in 1949, the CPC came into power 

and adopted the nomenklatura system from the Soviet Union, in which cadre recruitment 

and promotion were under the CPC’s control (Manion, 1985; Zhang, 2015). Recruitment and 

promotion criteria emphasised class background, political line adherence, and party loyalty 

(Zhang, 2015). It was not until the early 1980s that significant progress in meritocracy was 



 
49 

 

made. Deng Xiaoping instructed that the cadre corps must achieve four transformations 

(sihua): more revolutionary, younger, better educated, and professionally more competent 

(Nathan, 2003). Accordingly, meritocracy was emphasised and political credentials alone 

were no longer the only criterion (Gu et al., 2012; Zhang, 2015). Meritocratic practices were 

institutionalised for the first time in the Provisional Regulations on State Civil Servants issued 

in 1993. The 2005 Civil Servant Law continues to reaffirm a meritocracy-oriented, 

competitive, and open civil service system. It stipulates that the recruitments for non-leading 

posts must be made through examinations (including written examinations and interviews). 

Qualifications and work experience are important criteria in merit-based recruitment (Cooke, 

2005; Xue & Liou, 2012). Criteria for promotion include ideological and political quality, work 

capability, educational level, and work experience. The formal annual assessment results 

are also graded and referred to for promotion (Cooke, 2005). Along with performance 

appraisal reforms (Chou, 2005), China also applies merit-based pay but limited to public 

service organisations (Meng & Wu, 2015).   

Despite these developments, meritocracy in China is characterised by heavy political 

affiliation (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). There exists no concept of political neutrality or 

neutral competence in China’s meritocracy (Burns, 2007; Zhang, 2015). Chinese conception 

of meritocracy differs from that in the West because “it consists of two inter-related 

dimensions: competence – talent (cai) and expertise (zhuan), and ideopolitical reliability 

constituted by moral rightness (de) and ideological commitment and loyalty (hong)” (Wang 

& Pavlićević, 2014, p. 40). The standard for selection and appointment is based on “morality 

and talent with morality before talent”, in which morality includes political morality (Chen et 

al., 2016, p. 11). While these are seen as “non-meritocratic features” of China’s public HRM 

policy (Zhang, 2015), some scholars claim that the survival of the Chinese communist 
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regime is largely thanks to the authoritarian resilience characterised with increased 

meritocracy in the promotion of political elites (Bell, 2015; Nathan, 2003).  

Singapore rigorously and consistently embraces meritocracy as the fundamental principle 

in its civil service. Singapore’s meritocracy has two main features. First, it focuses on the 

quality of the person without discrimination (Bellow 2009). Secondly, it focuses on allocating 

the best person for the job, rather than giving people equal opportunities (Tan, 2010). What 

characterised Singapore is that its civil service is not politicised, and thus the civil service 

and political careers are separate (Tessema et al., 2009). However, given that the People’s 

Action Party (PAP) has been the sole dominant party for over the last 60 years, Singapore 

is viewed as “a one-party democracy” (Tan, 2010), and meritocracy is developed in line with 

the PAP’s development and political orientation. A merit-based process is used to select the 

best for the regime and to join the ruling party (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). Apart from 

normal recruitment which includes application screening, written tests, and interviews, 

Singapore uses Government Scholarships as an important instrument to identify and nurture 

talents for the civil service, particularly for political leadership (Bellows, 2009; Tan, 2010). 

Candidates for appointment have to go through tests of cognitive, psychological and social 

skills, educational achievement, reputation, self-assurance, and actual job performance 

(Bellows, 2009). A recent change is that more emphasis is being put on performance and 

professional achievements, rather than academic qualifications (Liang, 2017). Singapore is 

also a typical example of linking merits to payment. Since the 1990s, Singapore has been 

offering “market rate” salaries to government officers (Tan, 2010).  

In Japan, the first modern civil service entrance exam system based on the merit principle 

was initiated in 1887 (Imanaka, 2010). However, although meritocracy was part of the laws, 

in practice, it was secondary to seniority. It was not until the issuance of the Outline of Public 

Administration Reform in 2000 and the Outline of Civil Service Reform in 2001 that the 
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principle of merit was strengthened. Accordingly, the recruitment system based on job 

classification was established; open recruitment was further promoted; and a new salary 

system reflecting employees’ ability, duty and achievement was created. In particular, Japan 

has policies to recruit human resources from the private sector and allow public servants to 

be employees at private companies (Imanaka, 2010). Qualification is an important criterion 

in Japan (Moon & Hwang, 2013).  

In South Korea, the National Civil Service Act was issued in 1949, changing the civil service 

to a career system with the recruitment of civil servants based on competitive examinations 

(Kim, 2010). In 1999, Korea introduced the open position system to recruit outstanding 

talents and experts from both public and private sectors through open competition (Kim, 

2010). In 2006, Korea adopted the Senior Civil Service system to transform a traditional 

hierarchical and seniority-based system into a performance-and competence-based system 

(Moon & Hwang, 2013). They use the assessment centre method to evaluate the 

competence levels of Senior Civil Service candidates, however educational qualifications 

are not required (Moon & Hwang, 2013). Examinations also include multiple-choice tests 

and interviews. Promotion is based on performance, skills and specialisation, career history, 

and evaluations. Korea also applies PRP with the merit increment paid according to the 

appraisal grade and separately from the fixed pay (Kim, 2010).  

Despite several differences, meritocracy in these Asian countries shares commonalities. 

Firstly, meritocracy is developed to find the best and brightest to serve the ruling party, build 

strong and loyal bureaucracies, shape an elite class for governing the country, and counter 

nepotism and corruption (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). Politicians have great control over 

civil servants, particularly in countries with a one dominant party system. Secondly, political 

credentials play an important role vis-à-vis competency in the principle of merit. Thirdly, 

centrally administered examinations are preferred, which originates from traditional imperial 
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exams in China (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013; Reyes, 2013). These features make 

meritocracy in Asia distinctive from that of the West where neutral competence and the 

performance-based principle are highlighted, even though they share similar measures to 

enforce meritocracy such as open competitive examinations. These differences provide 

important implications for studying the complexity of merit-based policy transfer. Based on 

this context, the next section will examine merit-based policy transfer in both Western and 

Asian countries, focusing on China as an Asian authoritarian regime.     

2.4.2. Merit-based policy transfer 

2.4.2.1. Merit-based policy transfer in Western countries 

Interestingly, one of the earliest studies about merit-based policy transfer is about the South-

North policy transfer, in which the meritocratic model travelled from Asia to the West. In an 

evidence-based study, Têng (1943) finds that the Western civil service examination system 

was influenced by Chinese imperial examinations. Examining the British Northcote-

Trevelyan Report, he indicates striking similarities between the new English examination 

system and the principles of the old Chinese competitive examinations, including the 

constitution of a central board of examiners; periodical, competitive and open examinations; 

promotion made by merit; and an emphasis on the moral character of the candidate. The 

transfer process is confirmed by the evidence regarding the relations between China and 

Britain, direct communication, and contemporary witness of high officials. The research also 

acknowledges that the original meritocratic model was adapted by the Western government 

to fit national characteristics.  

Other studies, based on the examination of colonial legacy, confirm that the British 

meritocratic model had been influenced by the meritocratic recruitment introduced firstly in 

its colony – India (Davis, 2006; Gladden, 1967; Subramaniam, 1957). The policy transfer is 
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attributed to British individuals who worked in the Indian colonial administration and were 

then involved in meritocratic reform in the mother country. Although a recent study argues 

that British meritocratic reform was due not to policy transfer from India, but possibly other 

factors (Cornell & Svensson, 2022), these studies show that there are connections between 

the West and the East in merit-based policy development. While the British meritocratic 

policy is believed to be influenced by Asian sources, the US’s advancement towards 

meritocracy is found to be inspired by the British reforms. The US policymakers looked to 

the British model during the development of the Pendleton Act (Johnson & Libecap, 1994). 

Consequently, the US system shares important similarities with the British one despite some 

differences. 

Studies about merit-based policy transfer within and between Western democracies reveal 

some features of this process in the Western context. When studying the diffusion of the 

merit principle across the American states, Ruhil and Cames (2003) find that political 

calculus internal to the states themselves determines the diffusion process. This political 

calculation was promoted by state and national economic and demographic shifts within and 

across states, including growth in patronage constituencies, political party competition, and 

dwindling patronage resources post-Pendleton. This resulted in timeline differences in when 

states adopted the merit principle.  Regarding merit-based policy transfer between countries, 

Lah and Perry (2008) find that the US’s CSRA provisions, such as objectives-based 

performance appraisal and merit pay, have diffused widely among OECD countries. 

However, OECD countries did not import CSRA as a package, but rather in parts. 

Importantly, their findings show that cross-national diffusion is driven more by considerations 

of legitimacy than by concern for efficiency as a result of institutional isomorphism. In the 

context of uncertainty, countries copy others as “a safe path” to avoid public criticism. 
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Studies also find that the ideas of meritocracy are more transferable than the actual 

practices. For example, Matei and Campeanu (2015) show that Romania’s Young 

Professional Scheme is inspired and decisively influenced by the UK’s Fast Stream Scheme, 

but has a different form. The British model addressed the entire administrative system, while 

the Young Professional Scheme focuses only on the central and local authorities. Studies 

about merit-based policy transfer also examine the transfer from different sectors. Studying 

the diffusion of PRP from the private sector to the public sector in the US and other OECD 

nations, Ingraham (1993, p. 348) finds that this process was “based less on careful analysis 

and evaluation than on the perception of success in other settings, informal communication 

among bureaucratic and elected decision-makers and perhaps wishful thinking”. He points 

out that the diffusion is carried out in isolation from adequate information about how it works 

in the private sector and from the implementation lessons from other governments. A recent 

study by Park and Berry (2014) also shows similar findings. This can lead to policy 

implementation difficulties and inefficiency.  

2.4.2.2. Merit-based policy transfer in Asian countries 

Separate studies about merit-based policy transfer in Asia are few. Most of them are 

embedded in studies about public administration and civil service reforms and heavily focus 

on China. Despite this limitation, the existing scholarship identifies important features of 

merit-based policy transfer in this context. Studies by Haque (2004, 2007) show that most 

Southeast Asian countries inherited their bureaucratic systems from the colonial powers in 

the past. Reforms in these countries were based on the imitation or imposition of Western 

models, with adjustments to suit the indigenous conditions. Particularly, what has been 

transferred is mainly “formal” official goals or norms instead of actual practices because 

these countries did not adopt the external policies “in absolute terms” (Haque, 2007, p. 

1298). Since the emergence of NPM, policy transfer from the West to the East has been 
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promoted and prescribed by IOs through financial support (Haque, 2004). Many countries 

employ “some type of ‘merit system’” as a condition for receiving international aid and 

assistance programmes (Lavigna & Hays, 2004). Countries with no or less financial 

dependence have a more active approach to policy transfer. For example, Singapore’s 

public sector reform involves selective borrowing and modification combined with domestic 

innovation (Turner, 2002, p. 1497). They also learn effectively from the private sector (Quah, 

2018). 

Adaptation is the main mechanism of merit-based policy transfer in the Asian context. When 

examining the development of meritocracy in Asian countries’ civil service systems, Reyes 

(2013, p. 4) finds that meritocratic practices in Asian administrative systems are “a curious 

blending of both adopted policies derived from Western culture and of indigenous practices 

calibrated or temporized to the demands and vagaries of their respective settings”. However, 

not all Western civil service values and meritocratic practices are transferable to Asia such 

as bureaucratic neutrality and accountability, the separation between politics and 

administration, and specialisation and objectivity in job assignments due to different cultural 

values and political regimes (Lavigna & Hays, 2004).  

Besides the above common features, studies about merit-based policy transfer in China 

reflect its distinctive political settings. The Chinese leadership shows their willingness to 

learn from the West to promote civil service reforms (Aufrecht & Bun, 1995; Burns, 2014; 

Tong et al., 1999). Following the decision to establish a state civil service made at the CPC 

13th Congress in 1987, China looked to the West for policy lessons because Chinese 

policymakers believed "a civil service system… as a personnel management method, can 

be adopted by a capitalist country, and equally by a socialist country" (Lam & Chan, 1995, 

p. 1306). China’s 1993 Provisional Regulations on State Civil Servants is seen to be 

comparable to the US’s Pendleton Act and is found to be based on the Western civil service 
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model combined with some distinctive Chinese characteristics (Poocharoen & Brillantes, 

2013; Tong et al., 1999; Tsao & Worthley, 2009). Recent studies show a transformation in 

China’s meritocratic approach. Wang and Pavlićević (2014) find that the need for 

governance reform has urged China to take up the Western competence-focused 

meritocracy approach, focusing more on knowledge, skills, and expertise despite political 

loyalty remaining an important criterion. This is, as argued by Wang and Pavlićević (2014), 

a kind of transitional meritocracy with a shift toward expertise and competence, getting 

closer to the Western one-dimensional meritocracy than the traditional Chinese two-

dimensional meritocracy. 

Policy transfer strategies used by China are diverse and active. They include discussions of 

reform topics by think tanks and sending high-level officials abroad (Brødsgaard, 2014; Tong 

et al., 1999). Besides cooperating with IOs such as UNDP, China also invites foreign experts 

to share their expertise (Aufrecht & Bun, 1995). China does not only learn from Western 

countries but also from Asian partners, particularly Singapore (Liu & Wang, 2018). Policy 

transfer aims to remedy the defects of the Soviet-style cadres system and to develop a 

highly qualified and professional administrative corps that can successfully lead the country 

towards modernisation (Tong et al., 1999). The learning process is selective and adaptive 

to the Chinese political context. Wholesale transfers are rare (Brødsgaard, 2014). Instead, 

they adopt “strategic implementation” of Western-based practices and incorporate Western 

principles into their system (Chan, 2016; Wang et al., 2017). China “maintained a clear line 

between what was politically acceptable and what was not” and “accepted only the technical 

aspects of personnel administration in Western civil service systems, and obviously rejected 

the political and constitutional dimensions embodied within these systems” (Lam & Chan, 

1995, p. 1307). Although China’s policy embraces some Western elements such as open 

competition and promotion based on merit, it excludes the idea of separation between 
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politicians and bureaucrats (Burns, 2014). Significantly, political events affect the perception 

and utilisation of external lessons for reforms. According to Lam and Chan (1995), before 

the Tiananmen crackdown, the focus of the merit concept emphasised ability more than 

virtue. However, after the crisis, the emphasis was on the relationship between virtue and 

ability in favour of the former and practical experience rather than on educational 

achievement as previously adhered. 

In short, existing studies show some features of merit-based policy transfer. Although the 

first event of transfer occurred from Asia to the West, most merit-based policy transfers 

happen within and between Western countries, and from Western countries to Asia. It is rare 

that merit-based policy is transferred wholesale, instead, it is adapted to fit the adopting 

context. Merit-based policy transfer in Asia happens alongside the process of public 

administration reforms in which Asian countries learn from Western democracies. However, 

not all Western merit-based principles and practices are adopted. The most transferable 

policy element is the policy idea, but rarely the actual practices. Merit-based policy transfer 

in China reflects its political conditions. Under the control of the CPC, some politically 

incompatible dimensions of the policy are rejected such as political neutrality. The review 

also shows that there has been no separate research regarding merit-based policy transfer 

in Vietnam.      

2.5. Research gaps - policy transfer in authoritarian regimes 

The development of policy transfer studies has broadened understanding of this process 

and overcome some of the limitations of its early scholarship (Benson & Jordan, 2011; 

Legrand, 2012). Issues regarding why and how policy transfer happens and how it matters 

to policy outcomes have been explored from different research streams, disciplines, and 

perspectives. However, important gaps remain that require further endeavours to address. 

In addition to the lack of a comprehensive explanation of how policy transfer works 
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(Minkman et al., 2018), many issues internal to the process have not been thoroughly 

examined. Firstly, the relevance of agents and structures in policy transfer has not been 

satisfactorily addressed (McCann & Ward, 2013; Stone, 2012). The overemphasis on one 

over the other and the lack of attention to the dialectical relationships between them need 

to be tackled in further empirical research. Secondly, the concern of why and how a certain 

type of transfer occurs in one context and not elsewhere have not been fully investigated 

(Stone, 2012). The lack of studies about policy transfer in settings other than Western 

democracies hinders our comprehension of this reality.  

Thirdly, given various explanations for the occurrence of policy transfer, the question about 

the most important reason for the happening of the process remains unanswered. Existing 

analysis may imply that the adopting actors’ motivations and circumstances can be the most 

significant factors, but this must be verified by empirical studies in particular contexts. 

Fourthly, regarding who is involved in the transfer process, the literature has seen greater 

attention to the importance of both state and non-state actors. However, the significance of 

their roles in contexts such as authoritarianism needs further examination. Fifthly, 

contextualising policy transfer deserves greater attention as it is vital to understanding the 

nature of the process. What is transferred can include both “soft” and “hard” transfers, but 

the line between them is not always clear and their possibility of transfer depends on the 

transfer context. This is the same for the degrees of transfer as how policy transfer is 

formulated is influenced heavily by contextual factors. Lastly, policy transfer can be a 

success or failure or somewhere in between, and the evaluation depends in part on the 

standpoint of the evaluators. These issues necessitate the placing of policy transfer in its 

particular context and paying serious attention to the objects of transfer. 

The existing literature shows some main features of policy transfer in Asia. However, as 

Asian countries are quite diverse in their historical legacies, political structures, and cultural 
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values, a country-specific analysis is important to demonstrating how this process actually 

works in a particular condition. Studies about policy transfer in the authoritarian context are 

dominated by those about China, which leaves a gap in understanding how it works in other 

authoritarian regimes like Vietnam. A few studies about policy transfer in Vietnam reflect this 

trajectory to some extent. The distinctive features of Vietnam’s policy transfer, however, are 

attributed more to the manipulation of the domestic actors over the process, and less to the 

structural forces that shape the actors’ strategies. This limits our understanding of how policy 

transfer takes place, the nature of the process, and its relevance to policy success/failure in 

the authoritarian context.  

Importantly, when a competent civil service is considered as a determinant of the well-being 

of the authoritarian regimes, meritocracy is not a choice, but a necessity. However, as the 

perception and practices of meritocracy differ from the West to the East and given the fact 

that many Asian countries have been learning from Western merit-based policies, the 

concern is how this merit-based policy transfer process occurs and develops in an Asian 

authoritarian setting. Studies about merit-based policy transfer in China alone may not offer 

the full picture of merit-based policy transfer in authoritarian regimes. Additionally, as a 

tendency in policy transfer studies is to focus on “observable transfers of people, policy 

instruments or legislation”, but to pay little attention to “analysis of the transfer of norms” 

(Stone, 2004, p. 552), meritocratic policy transfer can be an answer to the issue. Moreover, 

as Evans (2006) observed, one of the concerns in policy transfer analysis is to make a 

connection with the real world of practice. An in-depth study of merit-based policy transfer 

would help to provide practical implications for the promotion of efficient policy transfer in 

the authoritarian context.  

In short, despite the rigorous development of policy transfer studies over the past decades, 

the asymmetry of research focus and the lack of attention to in-depth analysis of the 
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phenomena in the authoritarian context are among the limitations of the scholarship. While 

policy transfer is acknowledged as “a valuable field of study for integrating common research 

concerns of scholars of domestic, comparative and international politics…” (Evans, 2009b, 

p. 265), using the policy transfer approach to examine meritocratic reforms in the context of 

authoritarian Vietnam is plausible. The next chapter will analyse Vietnam’s distinctive 

context and a research design to best answer the research questions. 
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Chapter 3. Research context and research design 

As policy transfer analysis is strongly influenced by contextual factors, particularly 

endogenous factors of the adopting country, this chapter will present Vietnam’s distinctive 

features which are significant to the transfer process. It will cover the historical, political, 

cultural, and socio-economic characteristics of Vietnam that set a background for policy 

transfer. It will also focus on the main features of Vietnam's civil service and the 

transformation of its meritocratic policy since “doi moi”. Based on this research context, the 

chapter will describe the research design, with particular attention to an analytical framework 

and a research approach that support policy transfer analysis in Vietnam’s distinctive 

context.   

3.1. Vietnam’s context and the transformation of meritocratic policy  

3.1.1. Historical, political, cultural, and socio-economic conditions 

The history of Vietnam features several invasions of major powers and “ally” relationships 

with socialist countries. After a thousand years of China’s domination, Vietnam gained 

independence in the 15th century, experiencing progress and setbacks under its feudal 

regimes. The French colonised Vietnam in 1858, however, the colony was ultimately 

defeated in 1954. Between 1954 and 1975, Vietnam was split into two parts: North Vietnam, 

namely the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, was under the leadership of the CPV and built 

a socialist society; and South Vietnam, namely the Republic of Vietnam, was an anti-

communist government operating with the aid of the United States. Tensions between the 

North and the South led to a civil war with the intervention of the United States in 1965. In 

April 1975, the North Vietnamese troops defeated the Republic of Vietnam forces and the 

American army had to withdraw from Vietnam. Since then, Vietnam has been unified under 

the rule of the Vietnamese communist government. During the wars against the Western 
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forces and post-war reconstruction, Vietnam had "ally" relationships with China and the 

Soviet Union, from whom Vietnam did not only receive material support but also learned 

from their political and institutional models.  

Vietnam is a one-party state under the control of the CPV, with the Politburo as the central 

organ. The Party organisational system is established in parallel with the state administrative 

apparatus from the central level to provincial, city, district, and communal levels, as well as 

in administrative bodies, schools, enterprises, political/social/professional organisations, 

army units, and police forces. The central system includes the National Assembly (the 

highest legislative organ); the State President (representing the state internally and 

externally); the Government (the executive organ); the Supreme People’s Court; and the 

Supreme People’s Procuracy. The local authorities include People’s Councils and People’s 

Committees at provincial, district, and communal levels. Vietnam’s political system also 

comprises political/social organisations under the Vietnam Fatherland Front (a CPV’s 

political coalition organisation). The CPV insists on the principle of democratic centralism 

which is characterised by unanimity at the top and obedience from below (Riedel, 1999) and 

its advance toward socialism based on Marxist-Leninist doctrine.  

Vietnamese culture is characterised by diversity with a mixture of Chinese, Western, and 

socialist values. Due to centuries under Chinese domination, Vietnam’s culture is largely 

influenced by Confucianism (Ly, 2015), which values relationships, political order, social 

hierarchy, and a high priority for education (Yao, 2000). Under French colonialism, Vietnam 

was influenced by the French culture, including architecture, cuisines, religion (Aditiany, 

2016), and especially education, where the French influence brought in many Western 

values such as liberty and equality (Nguyễn, 2015). The communist society then 

emphasises a spirit of loyalty to the state, placing the good of the state above the good of 

the individual or the family, and collectivism (Ralston et al., 1999). This mixture of Chinese, 
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Western, and socialist cultures has a significant influence on HRM practices (Nguyen et al., 

2018). 

Vietnam’s economy has undergone a major transition from a command to a market 

economy. By the mid-1980s, Vietnam's economy depended significantly on the assistance 

of the Eastern Bloc (Vo, 2009). The year 1985 saw the lowest growth rate and the vast 

majority of the population was in poverty (World Bank, 2016). Facing this situation, at the 

6th National Party Congress (NPC) in 1986, the intensive economic reform “doi moi” 

(renovation) was launched. The core objective of “doi moi” was to shift the economic system 

from a centrally planned to a socialist-oriented market economy under state control, which 

is seen as a creative and fundamental breakthrough in the CPV’s leadership (Nguyen, 

2012a). It focusses on the reform of the state sector and the application of an "open-door 

policy" in foreign economic relations (Beresford, 2008). According to Wurfel (1993), 

economic factors were the main force for reform in Vietnam. In addition, the decline of the 

Soviet Union and its aid to Vietnam, and the motivation from the success of the capitalist 

economies in the region led to the shift (Beresford, 2008). What makes Vietnam’s 

development distinctive is the fact that its political structure has not changed over its 

economic reform process, as indicated by the Lowy Institute:  

“Over the past decade, Vietnam has emerged as Southeast Asia's most 

intriguing economic story... It is because economic restructuring has brought 

impressive gains in wealth, trade, and investment - all while leaving the 

country’s fundamental power structure largely intact” (Busch, 2017). 

3.1.2. Vietnam’s civil service 

Vietnam’s civil service was established in 1945 with the issuance of Decree No. 18/SL/1945 

of the Vietnamese Interim Government, changing the mandarin structure of the French 
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colonial administration system into a civil service system (Thang, 2015). However, the terms 

used to refer to those working in the civil service has been changing over time with different 

classification and regulations applied. In 2008 and 2010, Vietnam issued two separate laws, 

the Law on Cadres and Civil Servants, and the Law on Public Employees, which were 

amended in 2019. Accordingly, the concepts of cán bộ (cadres), công chức (civil servants), 

and viên chức (public employees) are clearly defined. The differentiation is based on the 

organisations where they work, the selection method, salary budgets, and duties (see Table 

3.1). However, the use of these terms is more complex. Party documents normally refer to 

the three groups using only the term cadres and what relates to the management of cadres 

is termed cadre affairs. To ensure consistency, in this thesis, the terms cadres, civil servants, 

and public employees are used separately where the distinction is needed; and the term 

public officials is used to refer to all of them. Statistics in 2021 show that Vietnam has 

247,344 civil servants from the central to the district levels, 1,031,851 cadres and civil 

servants at the communal level, and 1,783,174 public employees (MOHA, 2021).  

Table 3.1. Differentiation of cadres, civil servants, and public employees  
 

Categories Cadres Civil servants Public employees 
Organisations Party/state 

agencies,  
socio-political 
organisations 
 

- Party/state agencies, 
socio-political organisations   
- Army and public security 
forces  (excluding military 
and public security officials) 

Public service 
delivery units  

Selection 
method 

Election and 
appointment 

Recruitment and 
appointment 

Recruitment 

Salary budget State budget State budget  Wage funds of 
public service 
delivery units 

Duties Work based on the 
term of office 

Work based on regular job 
positions  

Work based on 
contracts 

Sources: National Assembly (2008), National Assembly (2010), and National Assembly (2019) 
 
  
Vietnam’s civil service has distinctive features, reflecting its contextual conditions. Firstly, 

Vietnam’s civil service system has combined features of the old French civil service system, 
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the Soviet-style cadres system, and the socialist ideology. The early Vietnamese civil service 

was developed with the inherent mandarin structure (Jumper, 1957) with the main purpose 

of maintaining the social order of the ruling class, which was a legacy of French colonialism. 

In the later period, Vietnam's civil service adopted the Soviet-style nomenklatura system that 

does not clearly define civil servants from other public officials (Poon et al., 2009). In this 

system, political and administrative positions are intertwined under the control of the ruling 

communist party (Gazsó, 1992), and the administrative machinery is not distinct from the 

political machinery (Simmonds, 1985). Significantly, Vietnam’s civil service possesses some 

unique features of socialism and communism. Socialist tenets such as democratic 

centralism and collective leadership and responsibility, in the form of resolutions, are 

common in Vietnam’s decision-making practices (Truong, 2013). Equality in civil service 

provision is emphasised.  

Secondly, Vietnam’s civil service is basically a career-based system with some features of 

the position-based system. This is a closed system, in which senior and middle-level 

positions are promoted from internal sources of lower-ranked public officials (Bruynooghe 

et al., 2008). Vietnam’s public officials enter the civil service through a competitive 

recruitment process followed by a probationary period. After successful completion of the 

probationary period, they would generally expect to move up the ranking scale (Poon et al., 

2009). However, Vietnam is making efforts to apply some policies of the position-based 

system. The 2008 Law on Cadres and Civil servants states the principle of combining the 

position standard with the traditional staff quota. Accordingly, job description, competency 

framework, and position-based recruitment have been deployed over recent years.  

Thirdly, as a one-party state, Vietnam’s civil service is under the monopoly of the CPV. 

Although the Ministry of Home Affairs (MOHA) is assigned to undertake the function of state 

management, the Central Organisation Commission of the CPV (COC) participates in the 
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assessment and evaluation of the proposals on the important organisational and personnel 

management of the government, ministries, and state agencies. This is a dual characteristic 

of Vietnam’s civil service system. The Party has the supreme authority in appointing, 

promoting, and recruiting qualified Party members to work for government agencies. The 

development and implementation of personnel policies must comply with the Party’s 

guidelines on the principle of unified leadership. The majority of the public officials are 

members of the CPV, with 65% of civil servants from the central to district levels, and 83.8% 

of cadres and civil servants at the communal level (Department of Civil servants and Public 

employees, 2020). They are trained to be loyal to the goals and ideals of the Party and follow 

the leadership and management of the Party.  

Fourthly, working in the civil service remains a priority of job seekers. A survey conducted 

in 2015 by the Vietnam General Statistics Office and the International Labour Organisation 

shows that 64.2% of university graduates preferred working for the government rather than 

the private sector (VNExpress, 2017). The public sector is the biggest employer in Vietnam, 

even though salary in this sector is lower than that of the private sector and is considered 

not sufficient for public officials to cover the cost of living (Benedikter, 2016). This feature 

makes the process of public administration reform in general and civil service reform in 

particular distinctive (Moon & Hwang, 2013; Painter, 2003, 2005b, 2006). Reforms in 

selection, promotion, assessment, and payment policies have resulted in a remarkable 

transformation of the meritocratic policy, which will be discussed in the next section. 

3.1.3. Transformation of the merit-based policy 

3.1.3.1. Pre-“doi moi” 

The founder of the CPV, former President Ho Chi Minh, once stated: "Personnel is the root 

of all work - success or failure depends on good or poor cadres” (Central Party Committee, 
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2018b). Soon after the CPV’s leadership leading to the birth of the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam in 1945, merit-based policies to acquire talents to work for the new government 

were enacted with the selection and appointment of people from all social classes and 

outside the CPV as long as they were talented and patriotic (Pham & Do, 2009). Only five 

years after coming into power, the Vietnamese government issued Decree No. 76/SL dated 

20/5/1950, regulating that recruitment of civil servants must be based on competency 

(achievements, experience, and educational background), along with other criteria such as 

health and virtue; and must be in the forms of examinations, qualifications screening, and 

recommendation by a recruitment board. The Decree also regulates commendations and 

promotion for those who achieved excellent performance. Fast-track promotion could be 

made for those who had special merits regardless of time and seniority. This can be seen 

as the first merit-based regulation in Vietnam’s modern civil service. The recruitment and 

promotion of civil servants during this time was public and objective, and only capable 

persons were recruited into the government agencies (Nguyen, 2007). 

A number of relevant regulations aiming at merit-based recruitment were issued 

subsequently. For example, the Government’s Decree No.24/CP dated 13/3/1963 stated 

that recruitment must be based on job demand, qualifications, and competence. However, 

due to the condition of wars, systematic and comprehensive implementation of meritocratic 

policies was ignored for a long time. After unification in 1975, recruitment into the public 

sector was made mainly through curriculum vitae screening with an emphasis on family 

background and political history (Nguyen, 2017c) and based on "job allocation" or "job 

assignment" done mainly by the Party committees (Department of Civil servants and Public 

employees, 2014). Appointment and promotion were the sole discretion of the Party. It was 

not until “doi moi" that the issues of meritocracy in the civil service were brought back to the 
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concern of Vietnamese leaders, legislators, and administrators. Transformation in the 

meritocracy policy started from thereafter. 

3.1.3.2. Post-“doi moi” 

Vietnam’s transformation of merit-based policies can be divided into three stages: (i) the 

general context for meritocratic reform 10 years after “doi moi”, (ii) changes in legislation 

from 1998 to 2008, and (iii) subsequent reforms until the present. As shown in Table 3.2, 

these stages are featured by the CPV’s leadership and orientation of change and are 

embedded in the national context of economic and public administration reforms.  

(i) From 1986 to 1997 

This period laid an important foundation for subsequent changes to merit-based policies. 

The shifting from a centrally-planned economy to a socialist-oriented market economy, from 

a closed-door policy to an open-door policy, and from a state of proletarian dictatorship to a 

socialist country based on the rule of law necessitated a change in the quantity and quality 

of the civil service. There were some efforts to implement merit-based practices during this 

time. For example, in 1994, Circular No. 99/TTCP-CCVC was issued, regulating that 

recruitment of civil servants must be based on professional capacity and competency, and 

by examinations. However, due to the lack of detailed regulations and law enforcement, 

these regulations did not ensure that talented persons were selected. 

At the 8th NPC in 1996, the CPV emphasised the urgent need for a transparent, capable 

and modern public sector that could serve the people better, particularly a contingent of 

competent public officials that met the requirements of the new situation. They issued 

directives about talent attraction (both within and outside the CPV), training cadres with good 

virtues and competence, promotion of cadres at the right time and for the right job, and 

offering “reasonable” payment and remuneration (Communist Party of Vietnam, 1996).  
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Table 3.2. Transformation of Vietnam’s merit-based policy from 1986 to present 

Contextual changes Laws and regulations Merit-based policy 
1. From 1986 to 1997 
- Economic reform “doi moi”: shifting from a centrally-
planned economy to a socialist-oriented economy; 
change in foreign policy from a closed-door policy to 
an open-door policy 
- Institutional change: from a state of proletarian 
dictatorship to a socialist country based on the rule of 
law 
- The issuance of “The cadres development strategy 
in industrialisation and modernisation period” by the 
CPV 

- Decree 169/HDBT (1991) 
- Circular No. 99/TTCP-CCVC (1994) 

- Public officials must have both morality and talent 
- Recruitment examinations based on professional capacity and 
competency 
 

2. From 1998 to 2008 
- Implementation of Public Administration Reform 
Master Program (2001-2010) 
- The activeness of local leaders 
 

- Ordinance on Cadres and Civil Servants 
(1998, amended 2000 and 2003) 
- Decree No.116/2003/ND-CP (2003) 
- Decree No.117/2003/ND-CP (2003) 
- Decision No. 27/2003/QD-TTg (2003) 

- Recruitment based on requirements of the job positions and 
through examinations; public announcement released 30 days before 
recruitment 
- Recruitment through granting scholarships to high achievers 
- Contract-based employment for public employees and re-
contraction based on performance 
- Rank promotion through examinations  
- Promotion to a higher rank and higher salary level ahead of 
schedule excellent performers 
- Competitive appointment based on the votes of the majority 
- Appointment to the higher position was five-year-term-based 
- Assessment based on competence and duty realization results; 
managers' assessment based on the performance of their 
organisations 

3. From 2008 to the present 
- Implementation of Public Administration Reform 
Master Program (2011-2020) 
- The issuance of the CPV’s Resolution on 
“Continuing  the implementation of the cadres 
development strategy in industrialisation and 
modernisation period until 2020”  
- The issuance of the CPV’s Resolution on 
Concentration in building a contingent of cadres, 
particularly cadres at strategic levels, being virtuous, 
capable and trustful to meet the duties 

- Law on Cadres and Civil Servants (2008) 
- Law on Public Employees (2010) 
- Decision No. 1557/QD-TTg (2012) 
- Decree No. 140/2017/NĐ-CP (2017) 
- Document No. 2424/BNV-CCVC (2017) 
- Decree No. 56/2015/ND-CP (2015, 
amended 2017) 
- Law on Amendments of Laws on 
Cadres, Civil Servants, and Public 
Employees (2019) 

- The term meritocracy was officially used in legal documents 
- Recruitment through two-round competitive examinations, ensuring 
publicity, transparency, objectivity, legality, and competitiveness 
- Prioritising recruitment of talented persons - “red carpet” policy for 
excellent students and young scientists 
- Appointment based on the duties of the organisations and the 
criteria of the managerial posts 
- Piloting promotion examinations 
- Performance assessment based on results and performance of 
assigned duties of the individuals/units/organisations.  
- Reward people with excellent achievements such as increasing 
salary increments ahead of schedule 
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A milestone occurred in 1997 when the CPV promulgated the “Cadres development strategy 

in industrialisation and modernisation period” with major viewpoints, orientation, and policies 

to develop public human resources until 2020 (Central Party Committee, 1997). Accordingly, 

the CPV set out a list of criteria that a public official must have, including both morality and 

talent. Significantly, besides directives regarding reforms of recruitment and promotion, the 

CPV required that assessment must be based on actual performance. These developments 

showed the change in the Vietnamese leaders' mindset regarding the importance of 

meritocracy and laid the foundation for changes in civil service regulations and merit-based 

policies later on.  

(ii) From 1998 to 2008 

This stage saw significant changes in the civil service regulatory system and radical reforms 

in the meritocratic policy. In 1998, the Ordinance on Cadres and Civil Servants was issued. 

This was the first time Vietnam issued a comprehensive law covering almost all aspects of 

public HRM and including merit-based components. For example, recruitment must be 

based on the requirements of the positions and through examinations; appointment into a 

rank is made only when the assessment of performance is satisfactory, and excellent 

performers are granted higher rank and salary ahead of schedule. 

Meritocratic reform was part of the Public Administration Reform Master Programme (PAR) 

2001-2010. Although meritocracy was not pronounced explicitly during this time, the merit-

based content was specified in many legal documents. For example, Decree 

No.116/2003/ND-CP and Decree No.117/2003/ND-CP issued in 2003 regulated in detail 

examinations in the recruitment of civil servants and public employees, selection based on 

scores, and rank promotion through examinations. Performance assessment aimed at 

identifying competence and efficiency, and assessment of those in managing positions was 
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based on the performance of their organisations. Promotion criteria and procedures were 

legalised especially for the first time (with the issuance of Decision No. 27/2003/QD-TTg). 

At the local level, some localities had pioneering talent attraction policies that created 

breakthroughs in enhancing meritocracy such as Ho Chi Minh City and Danang City (see 

Table 3.3). This merit-based recruitment method, in which candidates were selected merely 

based on their academic achievements and competency, has provided the two cities with 

highly-qualified human resources (Danang Department of Home Affairs, 2019; Party 

Committee of Ho Chi Minh City, 2016). These pioneering programmes and their results 

serve as an aspiration for the central government to adopt similar programmes nationwide 

in the later period.   

Table 3.3. Talent attraction programs in Ho Chi Minh City and Danang City 

 
 
Programs 

Ho Chi Minh City Danang City 

Project for Training 
300 Young Doctorates 
and Master Students 
for the period 2001-
2005 

Recruitment of 
university 
graduates with 
distinction and high 
distinction ranks  

Undergraduate 
scholarships 
(Project 151) 

Postgraduate 
scholarships 
(Project 393) 

Year started 2001 1998 2004 2006 

Policies Young cadres and civil 
servants and university 
students with 
development potentials 
are offered 
scholarships to study 
at the postgraduate 
level, mainly in 
Western countries 

University students 
graduating with 
distinction and high 
distinction ranks 
are recruited to 
work in 
government 
agencies and 
provided with 
compensation   

Excellent 
students of gifted 
high school are 
offered 
scholarships to 
study higher 
education in 
Vietnam and 
abroad 

Outstanding 
government 
officials are 
offered 
scholarships to 
study doctoral 
and master 
programs abroad 

Results As of 2016, nearly 850 
people were provided 
scholarships and 665 
graduates were 
recruited and 
promoted in the city’s 
party and government 
agencies 

From 1998 to 
2014, 1,269 
students were 
recruited  

Until 2019, 457 
high-school 
graduates were 
offered 
scholarships to 
study in Vietnam 
and abroad  

Until 2019, 120 
civil servants and 
public employees 
were offered 
scholarships to 
study abroad 
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However, despite the above developments, the amendments of the Ordinance on Cadres 

and Civil Servants in 2000 and 2003, and the issuance of a series of relevant regulations, 

basic problems of the old civil service were not dealt with radically. For example, merit-based 

regulations and practices were not clear, adequate, and systematic; recruitment and rank 

promotion examinations, in reality, were not merit-based but served as a formality to 

"legalise" a lifetime tenure, more of a "nominating" than "competing" mechanism (Nguyen, 

2018a). These weaknesses were recognised and further reforms were made in the later 

period.     

(iii) From 2008 to the present 

At the 9th plenum of the 10th NPC, the Central Party Committee issued Conclusion No. 37-

KL/TW dated 02/02/2009 regarding "continuing the implementation of the cadres 

development strategy in industrialisation and modernisation period until 2020". It required 

further reforms, including recruitment and promotion of "the right person for the right 

position", and assessment of public officials based on the quality and efficiency of task 

performance, ensuring the principles of central democracy, publicity, transparency, 

objectivity, comprehensiveness, and fairness. On this background, the formal adoption and 

implementation of merit-based policy have been promoted more rigorously than ever. The 

Law on Cadres and Civil Servants and the Law on Public Employees were issued in 2008 

and 2010 respectively, marking a radical change in the institutionalisation of Vietnam's civil 

service and meritocratic policy. Although the laws do not explicitly use the term 

"meritocracy”, they emphasise the principles of publicity, transparency, objectivity, legality, 

and competitiveness. This is acknowledged as an inheritance and utilisation of the principle 

of meritocracy in Vietnam's civil service (Department of Civil servants and Public employees, 

2014; Thang, 2015).   
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Meritocratic reforms remained an important part of PAR 2011-2020. A significant move is 

the issuance of the project “Enhancing reforms of the civil service” in 2012 (by the Prime 

Minister’s Decision No.1557/QD-TTg). It is the first legal document that explicitly uses the 

word meritocracy (thực tài). With the aim of "building a professional, responsible, dynamic, 

transparent, and efficient civil service", the project sets out specific reform duties and tasks 

and includes detailed merit-based regulations and practices. Measures to improve 

recruitment and rank promotion examinations to select the right persons with good virtue 

and competence include computerised examinations using a questionnaire bank with the 

principles of objectivity, equality, quality, and meritocracy. Assessment is performance-

based with a focus on achievements, merit, and results with the principles of democracy, 

fairness, publicity, accuracy, and responsibility. Talent attraction policies include detection, 

recruitment, recommendation, and preferential treatment. The appointment is based on the 

principle of meritocracy. This project marks a big step in Vietnam's adoption of the norm of 

meritocracy. Meritocracy is not a hidden or ambiguous term anymore, but a legal norm and 

a principle in the civil service. Accordingly, meritocracy has been implemented through a 

wide range of policies in recruitment, talent attraction, appointment, assessment, and 

payment, as summarised in Table 3.4. 
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Table 3.4. Vietnam’s merit-based policies 

Policies Political and legal documents 
Principles   Publicity, transparency, objectivity, legality, and competitiveness - Conclusion No. 37-KL/TW dated 02/02/2009 of the Central Party 

Committee 
- The 2008 Law on Cadres and Civil Servants 
- The 2010 Law on Public Employees 
- Decision No.1557/QD-TTg dated 18/10/2012 of the Prime Minister 

Recruitment - Examinations are in two rounds: the first round includes computerized 
multiple-choice tests for general knowledge, foreign language, and IT; 
the second round is for professional tests in writing and/or interviewing.  
- Selection based on the highest scores   
- Professional test outweighs that of the general knowledge test: If there 
are two candidates with the same overall scores, the one who has higher 
scores in the professional test will be selected 
 

- Decree No. 24/2010/ND-CP dated 15/3/2010 of the Government 
- Decree No. 29/2012/ND-CP dated 12/4/2012 of the Government 
- Decree No. 161/2018/ND-CP dated 29/11/2018 of the Government 
- Decree No. 138/2020/ND-CP dated 27/11/2020 of the Government 

Talent 
attraction 
 

- Final-year high school students and university students who achieve 
the highest rankings and win national and international awards, and 
young scientists from domestic and international institutions are recruited 
and offered financial incentives (higher salary grades and a one-off 
bursary), and are prioritized in training and promotion planning 
- Selection based on academic and research records and interviews 
 

- Conclusion No. 86-KL/TW  dated 24/01/2014 of the Central Party 
Committee 
- Decree No. 140/2017/NĐ-CP dated 05/12/2017 of the Government 

Appointment - Qualifications, professional experience, and actual achievements are 
important criteria 
- Candidates for promotion must have a bachelor's degree at the 
minimum, at least 3 years (some positons require up to 7 years) of 
experience in the same professional area, and proficiency in at least one 
foreign language 
- Promotion examinations are applied nationwide   
 

- Document No. 2424/BNV-CCVC  dated 9/5/2017 of the Ministry of 
Home Affairs 
- Decree No. 138/2020/ND-CP dated 27/11/2020 of the Government 

Assessment 
 

- Assessment based on the results and performance of assigned duties  
- For leaders and managers: Assessment also based on the performance 
of their organisations 
- Assessment must ensure the principles of objectivity, fairness, 
accuracy, without indulgence, repression, bias, and formality 
 

- Decree No. 56/2015/ND-CP of the Government 
- Decree No. 88/2017/NĐ-CP of the Government 
- Decision No. 132-QD/TW dated 8/3/2018 of the Central Party 
Committee 
- Decree No. 90/2020/ND-CP dated 13/8/2020 of the Government 

Payment - Increasing salary increments ahead of time from 5% to 10% for those 
who achieve excellent performance 
- Ho Chi Minh City piloted performance-based payment, in which salary 
increments are based on quarterly and yearly performance results  

- Resolution No.27-NQ/TW dated 21/5/2018 of the Central Party 
Committee 
- Decree No. 138/2020/ND-CP dated 27/11/2020 of the Government 
- Resolution No. 03/2018/NQ-HĐND dated 16/3/2018 of Ho Chi Minh 
City People’s Council 
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In short, since “doi moi”, Vietnam has made considerable efforts to enhance meritocracy in 

its civil service. A survey of the World Bank in 2012 shows that the majority of the 

respondents believe that ability and performance achievement are the two key criteria for 

recruitment and promotion in Vietnam's civil service (World Bank and Vietnam Government 

Inspectorate, 2013)1. These are arguably the outcomes of meritocratic policy developments 

that have been increasingly promoted in Vietnam over the past 35 years. In 2018, the CPV 

issued the Resolution on Concentration in building a contingent of cadres, particularly 

cadres at strategic levels, being virtuous, capable and trustful to meet the duties; and in 

2019 the Law on Amendments and Supplements to the Law on Cadres and Civil Servants 

and the Law on Public employees was promulgated. These serve as political and legal 

conditions for further reforms. As Dolowitz and Marsh (2000, p. 21) elaborate: "… an 

increasing amount of policy development, and particularly policy change, in contemporary 

polities is affected by policy transfer. As such, when we are analysing policy change we 

always need to ask the question: Is policy transfer involved?". The transformation of 

Vietnam's meritocratic policy, therefore, serves as a background for policy transfer study.  

3.2. Research design 

According to Yin (2018), when the focus of the study is more about answering "how" and 

"why" questions and when the researcher believes that contextual conditions are relevant 

to the phenomenon under study, a case study qualitative research is among the best choice. 

The strength of a qualitative case study is that it can help the researchers to study complex 

phenomena within their contexts and to explore the research topic through “a variety of 

lenses which allows for multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood” 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 544). This research, therefore, uses the qualitative case study 

                                                           
1 91,8% and 93,4% of the respondents answered that ability is a key criterion for recruitment and promotion 
respectively; 75,1% and 86,2% of the respondents answered that achievement is a key criterion for recruitment 
and promotion respectively 
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approach, in which meritocracy in Vietnam’s civil service is employed as a case for studying 

the policy transfer process. This section describes the research design that includes 

research methodology and data analysis. Before going into details of the research design, 

it is necessary to acknowledge the obstacles in policy transfer study, formulate a viable 

analytical framework, and clarify the research approach and the researcher’s philosophical 

position. 

3.2.1. Obstacles in policy transfer study 

Although policy transfer is a popular and increasing phenomenon, how to detect it remains 

a matter of concern. Evans and Davies (1999, p. 381) indicate that "(g)iven adequate 

standards of validation, proof of policy transfer may be more difficult than is commonly 

assumed by those arguing that it is on the increase". To confirm that policy transfer exists, 

Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) insist that one should be based on five sources: the media, 

reports, conferences, visits, and government statements. Meanwhile, from the actor's 

perspective, Stone (2012) contends that transfers of ideas and practices can be identified 

through the activities of international task-forces and commissions, fact-finding missions, 

consultants, "parachute professors" and visiting international experts. The literature has also 

seen diversity in the approaches to detect policy transfer (see Table 3.5).   
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Table 3.5. Some approaches to identification of policy transfer 
 

Bennett (1997, p. 215) Four ways to substantiate policy transfer:  
1) idiosyncratic domestic factors are not independently 
responsible for the policy adoption;  
2) adoption is not the result of the effects of similar modernizing 
forces having the same, but separate, effects in different states;  
3) policymakers are aware of the policy adoptions elsewhere;  
4) overseas evidence was utilized within domestic policy debates 

Evans and Davies 
(1999, p. 382) 

Five steps to validate the occurrence of policy transfer: 
1) identifying the subject of analysis;  
2) asking questions of who or what is identified as the agent(s) of 
transfer;  
3) looking for evidence of non-transfer;  
4) identifying the "physical" evidence of transfer;  
5) drawing conclusions about the nature and extent of policy 
transfer 

Evans (2009b, p. 244) A set of "necessary but insufficient" criteria for identifying policy 
transfer: 
1) identifying the agent(s) of transfer and the policy belief systems 
that they advocate;  
2) distinguishing the resources that they bring to the process of 
policy-oriented learning;  
3) specifying the role they play in the transfer;  
4) determining the nature of the transfer that the agent(s) is/ are 
seeking to make 

 

Studies of policy transfer normally enjoy the advantages of “straightforward a-to-b 

movements of policy… on a daily basis across Westminster style democracies” with 

evidence-based research (Marsh & Evans, 2012a, p. 480). While the majority of policy 

transfer studies within and between Western countries can use the available documentation 

of policy transfer events as evidence for research (Carroll, 2012; Wolman, 1992), many 

studies in the Asian setting do not have such advantages. In most cases, researchers have 

to employ the comparative analysis to identify the similarities between the policy in the 

source countries and the destination countries and analyse the activities happening around 

the development of such policy to confirm the occurrence of policy transfer (Beeson & Stone, 

2013; Ertugal, 2018; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). Research techniques are also diverse, 
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including a review of secondary literature and public reports (Christensen et al., 2008), 

interviews (McCourt & Foon, 2007), case studies (McCarthy-Jones & Turner, 2015), or using 

primary sources such as laws, parliamentary minutes, official reports, and programming 

documents, and in-depth interviews (Ertugal, 2018). However, difficulties persist, and 

research about policy transfer in Vietnam is not exempt from these difficulties. 

There are some factors leading to difficulties in policy transfer analysis in the Vietnamese 

context. Firstly, the lack of documentation is a main obstacle to the study. It is difficult to 

identify how public policies are formulated in Vietnam because its policy formulation 

"involves a grey area of politics and governance arrangements" and is "part of a 'black-box' 

process in which it is difficult to ascertain attribution and to trace prevailing practices back in 

time, step-by-step" (Acuña-Alfaro & Tran, 2016, p. 386). Thus, it is difficult to indicate that a 

policy is originated from or inspired by a particular source. Secondly, Vietnamese leaders 

would generally be reluctant to acknowledge that a policy idea/practice is borrowed from 

elsewhere. As Common (2017, p. 160) indicates, "even when these key agents of policy 

transfer were interviewed, it was difficult, if not impossible, to establish what was learned 

from whom". Thirdly, the mainstream policy transfer literature tends to focus on “perfect fit” 

cases (Evans & Davies, 1999), which leaves a gap in the analytical framework for dealing 

with “unfinished” cases of transfer. Given that Vietnam’s civil service reform still exists, and 

the transfer of meritocratic policy has not been completed, the lack of an analytical 

framework for studying “unfinished” transferred cases is a challenge for research. To 

respond to these difficulties, the next section presents the contextually-tailored analytical 

framework for studying policy transfer in the Vietnamese context.      

3.2.2. A three-step analytical framework for policy transfer study 

Although the framework developed by Dolowitz and Marsh is useful in shaping data 

collection and analysis, it does not comprehensively support the examination of Vietnam’s 
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merit-based policy transfer. Due to the above obstacles, the available framework is unable 

to answer the first question of why actors engage in policy transfer, especially when the 

concern of whether the transfer has happened, has in fact not been addressed. Therefore, 

this research proposes a three-step analytical framework to study Vietnam’s merit-based 

policy transfer, by re-ordering Dolowitz and Marsh’s framework and adding more questions 

to guide the research. This modified analytical framework is illustrated in Figure 3.1.  

 

The first step is for the identification of policy transfer to validate its existence. This step 

answers two questions: 1) What activities are conducted to promote policy transfer?, and 2) 

What is transferred from where? When this step is completed and policy transfer is 

confirmed, the second step is conducted. The second step analyses why and how policy 
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transfer has occurred. It deals with six questions: 3) What is the context for policy transfer 

to happen?, 4) When is policy transfer initiated and by whom?, 5) What are actors’ 

motivations?, 6) Is policy transfer voluntary or coercive?, 7) What are degrees of policy 

transfer?, and 8) What restricts or facilitates policy transfer?. The third step is about the 

evaluation of policy transfer. It answers two questions: 9) Is policy transfer related to policy 

success/failure and how?, and 10) What are different styles of policy transfer and their 

relation to policy outcomes? 

By using this ten-question analytical framework, this research employs policy transfer as 

both dependent and independent/explanatory variables. In addition, the multi-level policy 

transfer analysis approach suggested by Evans and Davies (1999) is adopted to trace the 

routes of transfer, the external and internal forces of policy transfer, and the influencing 

factors. This covers the global explanations of policy change, the national explanations of 

policy transformation, and the meso-level and micro-level analysis of the role of policy actors 

and influencing factors (Evans, 2009b). These two approaches aim to gain a comprehensive 

analysis of merit-based policy transfer in the Vietnamese context. 

3.2.3. Historical institutionalism as an approach to policy transfer analysis  

This thesis investigates policy transfer using the historical institutionalism approach as it 

pays particular attention to important and distinctive contextual factors that shape policy 

ideas and outcomes over time. Historical institutionalism emphasises that institutions 

“provide the context in which political actors define their strategies and pursue their interest” 

(Thelen & Steinmo, 1992, p. 7). Institutions help to determine what is considered possible 

and influence political actors’ policy choices (Peters, 2012). Consequently, the policy 

outcome is “mediated in a decisive way by its core political structures” (Ikenberry, 1994, p. 

2). The literature shows that the occurrence of policy transfer can be largely attributed to 

institutional factors (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000; Majone, 1991; Stone, 1999).  
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Regarding preference formation, historical institutionalism insists on endogenous sources, 

in which the strategies and the goals actors follow are shaped by the institutional context 

(Steinmo & Thelen, 1992). Historical institutionalism highlights the significance of path 

dependency and critical junctures in policy formation and change (Ikenberry, 1994), which 

has been acknowledged in policy transfer study. Considering the issue of structure and 

agency, historical institutionalism insists that institutions affect the behaviour of individuals, 

and through the actions of individuals, institutions have an effect on political outcomes (Hall 

& Taylor, 1996). Political actors may make strategic calculations to maximise their goals or 

they may rely on “established routines or familiar patterns of behaviour” to realise their goals 

(Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 939). In policy transfer, key actors such as politicians directly 

influence the transfer process, both as facilitators and obstacles (Fawcett & Marsh, 2012; 

Šimić Banović, 2015; Van De Velde, 2013). 

However, institutions alone are not able to provide a complete explanation of policy 

outcomes, because their influence interacts with other factors such as culture and ideology 

(Ikenberry, 1994). Therefore, the transferability of a policy is determined not only by the 

institutional fit but also by the normative fit between itself and the destination  (Minkman et 

al., 2018). While historical institutionalism is particularly useful in explaining cross-national 

differences (Steinmo & Thelen, 1992), it is also helpful in investigating why there may be a 

process of policy convergence. Institutionalists emphasise the isomorphism of 

organisational practices in a particular context through coercive, mimetic, and normative 

mechanisms (Powell & DiMaggio, 2012; Scott, 2008). By exploring policy transfer through a 

historical institutionalist perspective, the similarities in policy adoption and the rationales 

behind them will be revealed, supporting policy transfer analysis. This analytical lens is, 

therefore, useful for a comprehensive analysis of Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer as it 

matches the principle of contextualisation in interpretive research (Klein & Myers, 1999).  
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3.2.4. The philosophical position  

A clear philosophical position, including epistemology and ontology, is believed to be the 

guiding light for research. The researcher adopts the epistemological position of 

interpretivism and the ontological viewpoint of constructivism. Interpretivism is built on the 

belief that there is a distinction between the natural and social world and that our knowledge 

of reality is a social construction by human actors (Bryman, 2016; Creswell, 2003). By 

interpretivism, it is assumed that “access to reality (given or socially constructed) is only 

through social constructions such as language, consciousness, shared meanings, and 

instruments” (Myers, 2009, p. 38). It is, therefore, required that the social scientist grasp and 

understand the subjective meaning of social action in a specific social context (Bryman, 

2016). Her tasks must be “to acknowledge their existence, to reconstruct them, to 

understand them, to avoid distorting them, to use them as building-blocks in theorising” 

(Goldkuhl, 2017, p. 138). To put it simply, the answer to Creswell’s (2003) question of the 

relationship between the research and the researched, is that the researcher interacts with 

what is being researched, in order to bridge the gap between herself and the research 

domain. More specifically, it is assumed that the reality of research is shaped by the 

participants’ perceptions and understanding of their world. 

To answer the research questions in the context of Vietnam, it is important to gain an 

understanding of the viewpoints of relevant participants about the topic and to interpret the 

underlying issues in their answers from their points of view. In this sense, the researcher’s 

position is based on Weber’s (1947, p. 88) notion of Verstehen with the belief that sociology 

is a “science which attempts the interpretive understanding of social action in order to arrive 

at a causal explanation of its course and effects”. Additionally, the hermeneutic–

phenomenological tradition (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975; Schutz, 1962) that strives to grasp the 

meanings of the stakeholders’ behaviour by understanding their points of view and 
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interpreting their text and documents is followed. By doing this, the researcher “is not simply 

laying bare how members of a social group interpret the world around them… [but]…place 

the interpretations that have been elicited into a social scientific frame… in terms of the 

concepts, theories, and literature of a discipline” (Bryman, 2016, p. 31).  

Interpretivism is dependent on constructivist ontology as constructivism is developed on the 

foundation of the social construction of reality (Searle, 1995). Accordingly, social entities are 

considered social constructions built up from the perceptions and actions of social actors 

(Bryman, 2016). The understanding of the world in general and the research domain in 

particular “is inevitably our construction, rather than a purely objective perception of reality, 

and no such construction can claim absolute truth” (Maxwell, 2013, p. 43). This research 

pursues the view that the phenomenon of policy transfer and its underpinnings are being 

continually accomplished and constantly revised by relevant actors, which is characterised 

as constructivism ontologically (Bryman, 2016). As civil service reform in Vietnam continues, 

the process of merit-based policy transfer is far from being completed. During this process, 

policymakers and policy-takers increase their knowledge and understanding of policy 

transfer, and thus their sharing is valuable for exploring the research questions. Their stories 

can help to reveal their views of the reality of meritocratic policy transfer, which facilitates 

the researcher to better understand their actions in the transfer process. 

One of the significant advantages of the interpretivist and constructivist approach is that it 

allows close collaboration between the researcher and the participants. Klein and Myers 

(1999) indicate that interactions between the researcher and the participants are among the 

seven fundamental principles of interpretive research. It makes the researcher become a 

member of the group under research and the information/understanding of the reality is 

developed as a result of these social interrelations. Viewing that the researcher as well as 

the participants are interpreters and analysts of the research topic (Klein & Myers, 1999), 
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critical reflections of the facts and findings are generated from their mutual interactions and 

this facilitates theory formation. Additionally, as people cannot be separated from their 

knowledge, the role of the researcher and her link to the research subject is meaningful to 

the research. The researcher's own accounts of the research topic are constructed based 

on her accumulation of experience in her professional life, during interactions with research 

participants, and access to the relevant documentation, from which understanding of policy 

transfer in Vietnam’s civil service is developed. In practice, interpretivism and constructivism 

may lead to subjective justifications and bias (Bryman, 2016). Therefore, the researcher has 

to compare her own preconceptions against the interpretations of the participants under 

study. By doing this, the researcher can validate conclusions from the data analysis. 

3.2.5. Designing the case study 

3.2.5.1. Determining the case 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 25), a “case” for research is “a phenomenon of 

some sort occurring in a bounded context” or a “unit of analysis”. The selection of the case 

must be based on some criteria, including representativeness – it must stand for a 

population of cases, and variation on relevant dimensions (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). 

Meritocracy in Vietnam’s civil service serves as an interesting case for studying the 

phenomenon of policy transfer. As discussed in Section 1, since “doi moi”, Vietnam has 

made significant transformation and progress in its merit-based policies. Nevertheless, its 

civil service reform has been carried out under the primacy of the communist party. While 

policy transfer is necessarily used as a tool to access international models for civil service 

reform, the ruling party’s monopoly over the reform process projects a distinctive scenario 

of merit-based policy transfer. 
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Merit-based policies are reflected in recruitment, promotion, assessment, and payment 

within the civil service. In policy transfer, “time is the period through which a transfer occurs 

and the time it takes the transferred information to enter and work its way through the 

policymaking and implementation processes” (Dolowitz, 2020, p. 577). The timeframe for 

this research is, therefore, set from the late 1980s after “doi moi”. As a process, policy 

transfer has a beginning and an end with different stages of development (Evans & Davies, 

1999; Rose, 2005), however, it is not a unidirectional and straightforward linear process but 

a "mediated process" that can be "made and remade" (Marsh & Evans, 2012a). 

Theoretically, a policy transfer process can be broken down into six stages in which some 

stages can take place concurrently and repeatedly as shown in Figure 3.2. These attributes 

for determining the case set the spatial, temporal, and processual boundaries for the 

research.    
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3.2.5.2. Research methodology  

As Manheim and Rich (1991) assert, qualitative research methodology allows the 

elaboration of theories when making observations to gain insights into specific cases from 

which an understanding of broad phenomena and the fundamental assumptions that 

constitute a political culture are constructed. The literature on policy transfer shows that the 

majority of studies are qualitative (Minkman et al., 2018). This research also employs a 

qualitative research strategy. The empirical research tasks are to obtain the viewpoints of 

those who are involved in the policymaking and policy implementation process and to 

access the documents that can help validate and explain policy transfer in the Vietnamese 

context. Accordingly, the research method includes the combination of semi-structured in-

depth interviews and document analysis.    

(i) Semi-structured in-depth interviews 

The research used semi-structured in-depth interviews with a list of open-ended questions 

about issues relating to the transformation and transfer of merit-based policy in Vietnam’s 

civil service. Given the fact that the research topic may be perceived as being politically 

sensitive to the respondents, particularly issues about where a policy idea comes from or 

how the political system influences the policy transfer process, the use of semi-structured 

interviews gives the interviewees considerable leeway in how and to what extent to reply to 

the questions. On the one hand, this interviewing technique makes them more comfortable 

in sharing their points of view and allows them to expand their sharing beyond the questions. 

On the other hand, the interviewer has the opportunity to decide which question to ask next 

so that the story told by the interviewee is not interrupted. In addition, the interviewer can 

ask the respondents to elaborate or explain further their viewpoints or observations, 

providing rich data for analysis.   
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Sampling 

The identification of appropriate samples for the research plays an important role in ensuring 

that the answers to the research questions are thorough, representative, and 

comprehensive. Therefore, the purposive sampling approach was primarily used. Purposive 

sampling involves the selection of participants in a strategic way to ensure that the samples 

are relevant to the research questions based on a set of criteria proposed by the researcher 

with clear research goals in mind (Bryman, 2016). Snowball sampling was used as a 

supplement to purposive sampling only. The selection of interviewees must ensure the 

principles of representativeness, inclusiveness, and comprehensiveness. This means 

participants must include those from central, local, and organisational levels; from both Party 

and state agencies; from all areas of public HRM policymaking, policy implementation, and 

supervision; those who are in both leadership and managing positions and street-level 

bureaucrats. Accordingly, the researcher decided to select participants who meet at least 

one of the following criteria: 

- They must be directly or indirectly involved in the policymaking process at either central or 

local levels. Policymaking means policy recommendation and/or decision/approval.   

- They must be in charge of policy implementation. Policy implementation means policy 

management, execution and/or supervision.   

- They must be trained overseas and are working (or used to work) in management and 

leadership positions. They must be involved in managing people, including 

decision/recommendation on recruitment, promotion, assessment, or payment matters. 

In Vietnam’s political and administrative system, the Central Organisation Commission of 

the CPV (COC) is responsible for advising and implementing cadre affairs of the whole 

political structure, including leadership and managing positions in the civil service. MOHA is 
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responsible for policymaking, implementation, and supervision in the civil service area. The 

National Assembly has the authority to approve laws that are drafted by MOHA. At the local 

level, municipal Departments of Home Affairs (DOHAs) are responsible for civil service 

policymaking, implementation, and supervision. However, their decisions regarding 

recruitment, promotion, or assessment of those in leadership and managing positions must 

be approved by the Party cells that are under the leadership of the Party’s Municipal 

Organisation Committees (MOCs). With the above sampling criteria and within the 

Vietnamese context, interviewees were selected from the following agencies: 

- At the central level, participants were selected from COC, MOHA, the Law Department of 

the National Assembly, and the Central Party’s Foreign Affairs Committee. Most of them are 

involved in the policymaking process, including policy recommendation, policy drafting, and 

policy approval. They are also responsible for policy implementation and supervision at the 

central level.     

- At the local level, three localities were selected for data collection, including Ho Chi Minh 

City, Danang City, and Quangnam Province. The choice of Ho Chi Minh City and Danang 

City is based on the fact that these two localities emerge as the national champions in public 

HRM with pioneering, dynamic, and successful policies that many other localities have tried 

to follow. The choice of Quangnam Province is to ensure the inclusiveness of a smaller 

locality and was made due to the geographical convenience as it is neighbouring with 

Danang City where the researcher resides. Interviewees in these localities were selected 

from DOHAs and MOCs. They are responsible for policymaking, policy implementation, and 

supervision at the local level. 

- At the organisational level, the researcher selected public service delivery units, including 

public schools and hospitals. Respondents from these organisations are in leadership 

positions and are responsible for policy implementation. In addition, the researcher also 
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selected respondents from research and training institutes, including the National Academy 

of Public Administration, the Danang College of Political Training, and the Danang Institute 

for Socio-economic Development. Respondents from these agencies are in managing and 

research positions, thus providing the viewpoints of both practitioners and researchers.  

- At the individual level, leaders and managers who were trained abroad and are working in 

the Party and administrative agencies were selected. They come from Municipal Party 

Secretary Office, People's Committee Office, Department of Science and Technology, 

Department of Natural Resources and Environment, and Department of Foreign Affairs. 

They have special roles that are valuable to the research because they were trained as part 

of talent attraction programmes. Their opinions provide additional insights and serve as a 

cross-check for observations regarding the policymaking and policy transfer process.   

- The choice of retired respondents, all of whom were in leadership positions, is of 

significance to the research. They worked in different positions during their career life, were 

involved in multiple policymaking stages, and participated in many policy transfer activities 

(such as study tours, seminars, etc.), thus providing valuable data for research. Moreover, 

with the Vietnamese political culture, when they no longer work in the Party or government 

agencies, they are less reluctant (if not more open) in expressing viewpoints, particularly 

regarding politically sensitive issues.  

Respondents from purposive sampling account for 95% of the interviewees. Snowball 

sampling was only used when the researcher was introduced to new informants by the 

experienced interviewees, which makes up around 5% of the participants. These 

participants also meet the set criteria and come from one of the above agencies. The 

combination of these two sampling strategies ensures the concentration and accuracy of the 

data collected. The use of snowball sampling also helps to reduce possible bias resulting 

from the prevalence of the purposive sampling method (if any).     
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Data collection 

As the research involves working with people, before data collection, the researcher 

obtained the human research ethics approval from the University of Western Australia (Ref: 

RA/4/20/4913, see Appendix 7). The study was conducted in accordance with the research 

protocol that was approved. The interviews were carried out in three rounds from December 

2018 to February 2020. After the first round of interviews, amendments to the interview 

questions were made and the amendment request was approved by the University of 

Western Australia.  

The first round included a wide range of participants from leaders, managers, and staff in 

both Party, administrative, and service delivery agencies at both central and local levels. In 

this round, being aware that the discussion of policy transfer is new in Vietnam, the interview 

questions were designed to capture the general ideas of public HRM policy transfer. As 

Maxwell (2013) indicates, in qualitative research, during the research process, the design 

may need to be reconsidered or modified to suit new developments. Based on the data 

gained from the first round and the researcher’s observations during conversations with the 

interviewees, the interview questions were modified for use in the second and third rounds. 

While the interview questions used in the first round were more general and designed for 

different groups of participants, a set of fifteen questions used in the second and the third 

rounds were refined to be more direct and specific to the issues of merit-based policy, and 

more suitable to the participants’ expertise and experience (who are mainly leaders and 

managers (see Appendix 8)). This also led to the adjustment of the thesis title to better reflect 

the focus of the research.  

Fifteen interview questions were designed to cover all issues in the proposed analytical 

framework. The first three questions invite the interviewees to present and evaluate the 

developments of Vietnam’s public HRM policies in general and merit-based policy in 
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particular, and to compare the Vietnamese system with those of other countries, from which 

the identification of what policy has been transferred from where is confirmed. Question 4 

aims to clarify the context in which policy transfer happened by asking the interviewees to 

provide relevant information and evidence. Questions 5, 6, and 7 are designed to verify the 

roles of key actors in the policy transfer process. They ask about the roles of different 

stakeholders and their motivations and the critical junctures at which policy transfer 

decisions are made. Questions 8, 9, and 10 ask about the actors’ strategies and external 

and internal forces for policy transfer. Questions 11, 12, and 13 focus on the influencing 

factors. With the purpose of evaluating the policy transfer process, Questions 14 and 15 

encourage the interviewees to assess the challenges, successes, and failures of the 

transferred policies. Besides the focus on meritocracy, the issues relating to decentralisation 

are also mentioned, which supports the analysis of policy transfer at both central and local 

levels.     

The participants were contacted via phone or email and were provided with relevant 

information about the research project in advance (see Appendix 9). Once they agreed to 

participate in the research project, interview appointments were arranged. Nearly 50 

persons, mainly in management and leadership positions, including nearly 15% of retired 

leaders, participated in the interviews (see Figure 3.3). All interviews were conducted on the 

principle of anonymity and in Vietnamese. Face-to-face interviews - each averaging 90 

minutes - were taken notes, and some were recorded with the agreement of the participants. 

Some participants (around 5%) sent their answers via emails. The answers were translated 

into English and transcribed manually. This allows the researcher to capture the meanings 

behind words and highlight the points that are of high value for the research. 
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(ii) Document research 

As documents constitute a very heterogeneous set of sources of data (Bryman, 2016), the 

documentary research method is applied as an evidence-based approach to augment the 

facts and the viewpoints collected from the interviews. The criteria for selecting documents 

are based on Scott’s (1990) suggestions, including authenticity (they are genuine and formal 

documents issued by authorised bodies such as the Party, the government, and IOs), 

credibility (they are from reliable sources such as national databases and official websites), 

representativeness (they include documents from both central, local and organisational 

levels), and meaning (they are clear and comprehensible).  

A wide range of documents relating to civil service management issued from the late 1980s 

was collected during interviews and from online databases. They include documents issued 

by the CPV, the Vietnamese government, and relevant agencies such as resolutions, 

directives, decisions, decrees, laws, regulations, and reports. Mass-media outputs and 
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Internet resources also contribute to the data sources. Online portals of MOHA and its 

affiliates and official magazines such as Party Construction Magazine and State 

Organisation Magazine also provide updated information about the policy and policymaking 

process. Reports issued by UNDP, the World Bank, the Asian Development Bank (ADB), 

and the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) relating to Vietnam’s public 

administration and civil service reforms were collected as an important source of data for 

research. In addition, other secondary data sources were also sought for data triangulation 

(Patton, 1999). They include interviews conducted by other sources, such as by media 

reporters and other researchers. Journal articles and posts on official websites were also 

used for comparison, analysis, and argument support. 

3.2.5.3. Data analysis 

As there is no prior study regarding merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam, this research is 

exploratory and explanatory in its nature. As McNabb (2015, p. 227) asserts, “one of the 

major objectives of explanatory research is to build theories that researchers can then use 

to explain a phenomenon, and which can then be used to predict future behaviour or events 

in similar circumstances”. The existing literature about policy transfer and the proposed 

analytical framework serve as a theoretical background for formulating research entities. 

Data collection and findings provide empirical inquiry to draw arguments and theoretical 

ideas about merit-based policy transfer in authoritarian regimes. This is seen as a modified 

version of the inductive research approach that is termed abduction (Peirce, 1960/1979). By 

using abduction, the researcher can “go beyond the data and pre-existing theoretical 

knowledge by modifying, elaborating upon, or rejecting theory if needed, or putting old ideas 

together in new ways to examine, understand, and explain the data” (Kennedy, 2018, p. 5). 

With this approach, data analysis aims to explore new concepts, ideas, and explanations, 
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and to examine how the data support existing theories or hypotheses or certain 

modifications for existing understandings (Kennedy, 2018).  

The data was interpreted using the hermeneutic approach that pays attention to the social, 

institutional, and historical context of the documents (Bauman, 1978; Bryman, 2016). These 

factors, especially institutional arrangements (the rules and norms) affect stakeholders’ 

influence on policy decisions (Baldwin, 2019). As the thesis uses a wide range of documents 

issued since the late 1980s, the hermeneutic analysis of the text allows these “historical 

documents” “to be interpreted as logical and meaningful when considered in the light of 

events and circumstances at the time of its enactment, or lack thereof” (McNabb, 2015, p. 

316). Therefore, hermeneutic analysis is useful for interpreting and explaining the policy 

transfer process in a holistic and contextualised manner. In addition, discourse analysis and 

content analysis (Bryman, 2016; Schiffrin et al., 2008) were used at the same time to analyse 

the data. These two analysis techniques help to objectively and systematically identify “the 

formal structure of the message” (McNabb, 2015, p. 322), particularly in the interviews; and 

the “specified characteristics of messages” (Holsti, 1969, p. 14), particularly in the regulatory 

documents and reports. Different versions of the terms used to denote “meritocracy” are 

traced, such as “merits”, “talents”, “competence”, “ability” or “performance”. Oral and written 

texts about the intention, adoption, or implementation of merit-based policies without the 

explicit use of the term "meritocracy" or "merit" are deciphered. Similarly, oral and written 

texts to describe "policy transfer" without explicit use of this term, such as "learning", 

"drawing experience", "referencing" or "lessons seeking", are clarified and explained using 

both discourse analysis and content analysis.       

Data management, coding, and analysis were supported by NVivo qualitative analysis 

software. The reason NVivo was chosen is that it “can facilitate many aspects of the 

grounded theory process from the design and early sampling procedures, through to the 
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analysis of data, theoretical development and presentation of findings” (Hutchison et al., 

2010, p. 283). Based on the analytical framework, nodes were created covering both 

dependent and independent variables. This facilitates the thematic management of data and 

consolidates data analysis. 

Given the abductive approach, the grounded theory method was adopted (Glaser & Strauss, 

2017). This method “refers to a specific methodology on how to get from systematically 

collecting data to producing a multivariate conceptual theory” (Glaser, 1999, p. 836). It 

requires that theory must be developed from a systematic analysis of empirical data. 

Accordingly, after each data collection stage, the researcher followed the six-step procedure 

for the analysis of case study data as suggested by McNabb (2015, p. 242). Data were 

organised into four broad constructs (Identification, Why, How, and Nature of policy 

transfer). Interview transcripts were analysed to identify the key themes (actors, context, 

similarities/differences, degrees, influencing factors, success/failure, etc.). Data with 

relevant themes were clustered into nodes. The relationships between nodes were 

identified. Similar nodes were merged to create broader groupings, allowing the generation 

of concepts, according to which theories were developed.  

The process of theoretical samplings, data collection, coding, and concept generation 

repeats over three periods of fieldwork. Commonalities and differences in the data are noted, 

compared, and contrasted. This helps to identify common themes and generate a concept 

map (Maxwell, 2013) of policy transfer in the Vietnamese context. Figure 3.4 demonstrates 

the concept map which was created from the thematic coding of data. The round shapes 

were built based on the theoretical framework elicited from the literature review and the 

proposed analytical framework that mirror the key questions. The square shapes illustrate 

findings from data collection. This concept map supports the analysis and the construction 

of theories at the later stage of the research. After attaining theoretical saturation - “the 
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phase of qualitative data analysis in which the researcher has continued sampling and 

analysing data until no new data appear and all concepts of the theory are well-developed… 

and their linkages to other concepts are clearly described” (Morse, 2004, p. 1123), theories 

about merit-based policy transfer in authoritarian regimes were generated.  

 

3.3. Chapter summary 

Vietnam - a one-party authoritarian state - has a long history with connections to and 

influence from external forces, either through (coercive) domination or (voluntary) "allies". 

Its diverse culture is embedded with a mixture of Eastern and Western features and the 

socialist ideology, with the prevalence of Confucianism. While the economic institution has 

changed significantly from a command economy to a market economy and its foreign policy 

has shifted from a closed-door policy to an open-door policy, its political regime remains 
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intact with the monopoly of the CPV. These distinctive features have influenced its civil 

service system and possibly the way Vietnam learns and adopts external policy ideas.  

Vietnam's civil service has distinctive features resulting from the combined influence of the 

old French civil service system, the Soviet-style cadres system, and the socialist tenets. Ten 

years after “doi moi”, Vietnam started to reform its civil service toward being more merit-

based, specifically in recruitment, promotion, and performance management policies. The 

transformation is characterised firstly by the adoption of merit-based practices, then explicit 

norms and principles, and finally concrete programmes. This has happened in the overall 

context of the "waved" approach of public administration reform (Acuña-Alfaro & Tran, 

2016), in which the transformation of the meritocratic policy happens in the third wave of the 

transition towards a socialist-oriented market economy2. It is confirmed that the new civil 

service codex and reforms are among the efforts of Vietnam to promote a Weberian-style 

bureaucracy and stimulate merit as the key feature of officialdom (Benedikter, 2016). Policy 

reforms are believed by Vietnamese policymakers as being "necessary in ensuring the 

principle of publicity, transparency, and meritocracy…" in the civil service (Truong, 2019), 

although they are completely under the control of the CPV. This sets a unique background 

for studying merit-based policy transfer in the authoritarian context. 

In the context of lacking formal documentation about policymaking processes, it is far from 

easy to examine policy transfer using the existing analytical framework. Therefore, this 

research proposes a three-step analytical framework to solve the research questions. To 

support an empirical and comprehensive analysis, this research employs the multi-level 

policy transfer analysis approach and the historical institutionalist perspective. The 

                                                           
2 The first "wave" is the development of the "mandarin" system, the second wave is the implementation of the 
"cadre" system of the communist regime and the third wave links to the transition towards a socialist-oriented 
market economy.  
 



 
98 

 

researcher adopts the epistemological position of interpretivism and the ontological 

viewpoint of constructivism throughout the research to analyse the data and build up 

arguments.  

With the purpose of intensive analysis, this research uses a qualitative case study research 

method which includes semi-structured in-depth interviews and document analysis. 

Purposive sampling with the choice of targeted participants is primarily used and snowball 

sampling is applied as a supplement in the principle of ensuring the representativeness and 

the validity of the data collected. Guided by grounded theory, and supported by both 

discourse analysis and content analysis techniques, the findings are analysed using 

abductive reasoning, from which theoretical arguments regarding the process of merit-

based policy transfer in authoritarian regimes will be drawn. This research design helps to 

thoroughly answer each of the research questions as presented in the next chapters. 
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Chapter 4. Identification of merit-based policy transfer 

In order to answer the research questions, it is necessary to verify that policy transfer has in 

fact occurred. This chapter aims to do so by answering two questions: 1.) What activities 

are conducted to promote policy transfer?, and 2) What is transferred from where?. 

However, as mentioned earlier, in the Vietnamese context, this is no easy task, thus, this 

chapter begins by explaining how the research identifies the occurrence of policy transfer. 

It then analyses the transfer of policy norms, goals, ideas, tools, instruments, and techniques 

with detailed transfer activities, policy sources, and lessons. The chapter continues with a 

discussion of Vietnam’s selectiveness, norm localisation, and hybridity in policy adoption 

and identifies various policy transfer pathways. This chapter shows that Vietnam has 

transferred merit-based policies from a wide range of sources with a variation in policy 

components, resulting in a hybrid meritocratic system - meritocracy without political 

neutrality, and simultaneous convergence with and divergence from international “best 

practices”. 

4.1. An approach to identifying policy transfer 

In reality, the identification of policy transfer is not always as simple as tracking two fully-

developed models in two different settings. The possible models from which to learn “need 

not be a full-blown computer simulation” (Rose, 1991, p. 20) and “proof of policy transfer 

may be more difficult than is commonly assumed”, meanwhile the literature “does not 

provide adequate techniques for demonstrating policy transfer” (Evans & Davies, 1999, p. 

382). This difficulty is exacerbated in the context of authoritarianism where “a lack of 

transparency is a norm” (Hall & Ambrosio, 2017, p. 150). As policy transfer in an 

authoritarian regime can reflect its political and administrative complexity, this research 

argues that Vietnam’s distinctive contextual factors are critical to the identification of merit-

based policy transfer. Accordingly, the research needs to explore Vietnam’s background of 
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public administration and civil service reform that promoted policy learning from overseas. 

Particularly, in the condition of lacking policymaking documentation, a comparative 

approach is suggested for policy transfer study in authoritarianism (Hall & Ambrosio, 2017). 

Thus, a comparative analysis and a checklist of merit-based policies are also necessary for 

identifying the similarities between Vietnam’s policies and other countries’ policies. 

Additionally, as suggested by Evans and Davies (1999, p. 382), the validation of policy 

transfer must rely on concrete “physical” evidence, the study of what has transferred from 

where must be based on facts about policy transfer activities. 

Therefore, this research uses the multi-level analytical approach that is modified based on 

Common’s (2017) framework when studying NPM policy transfer in the Southeast Asian 

context. This modified multi-level analytical approach comprises three components: (i) the 

combination of a model of administrative change and a model of strategic change and HRM; 

(ii) the use of an evidence-based and comparative policy analysis; and (iii) a checklist of 

merit-based policy in the civil service (see Figure 4.1).   
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Firstly, a combination of a model of administrative change (Peters, 1996) and a model of 

strategic change and HRM (Hendry & Pettigrew, 1992) assists in establishing the external 

and internal contexts that necessitate and facilitate public administration reforms, identifying 

the pressures and the imperatives that urge Vietnam to carry out public HRM reforms in 

general and merit-based policy reforms in particular. In addition, the model of strategic 

change and HRM provides additional insight into the change in the nation’s governance and 

the public HRM context. Vietnam’s public administration reform began in 1995 and has 

completed two 10-year master programmes (PAR 2001-2010, and PAR 2010-2020), with a 

third (PAR 2020-2030) that commenced in July 2021 and is currently underway. These PAR 

programmes include specific aims and measures to promote meritocracy in the civil service 

for each period, serving as a concrete foundation for reforms of merit-based policies.  

Secondly, the use of an evidence-based and comparative policy analysis (Peters, 2018; 

Radin & Weimer, 2018; Rose, 1988) helps to identify the similarities between Vietnam’s 

meritocracy policy and those of other countries and to indicate what has been transferred, 

from where and via which channels and activities. The literature shows that policy transfer 

can only be identified when at least some aspects of the policy in the destination countries 

are found to be similar to those of foreign policies (Rose, 1991). This study, therefore, 

analyses the similarities of Vietnam’s merit-based policy with China, Japan, Singapore, and 

South Korea in Asia, and the US, the UK, and Australia in the West. The selection of these 

countries is based on a variety of factors. Primarily, the interviewees mentioned these 

countries as the main sources of transfer with considerable frequency. Empirically, there is 

a remarkable number of learning and exchange activities taking place between Vietnam and 

these countries, particularly in the area of civil service reform. The lessons from these 

countries also have wide coverage on official websites and magazines of the CPV and the 
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Vietnamese government. Moreover, these countries are seen as role models for civil service 

reform for many countries, including Vietnam.  

Thirdly, the identification of policy transfer is based on the checklist of merit-based policy in 

the civil service, consisting of principles and practices in the areas of recruitment, promotion, 

performance assessment, and payment (as shown in Table 1.2). This checklist is used to 

identify what is present in Vietnam’s policy and whether they are transferred to Vietnam or 

not. As Evans (2009b, p. 247) insists, "[t]he proof of policy transfer lies in its implementation", 

thus, the next section will explore how merit-based policies are implemented in these policy 

areas, focusing on the meritocratic norms, goals, ideas, tools, instruments, and techniques 

in Vietnam’s context. 

4.2. What is transferred from where 

4.2.1. Transfer of norms and norm localisation 

As shown in Chapter 3, although Vietnam employed some of the merit-based practices 

shortly after “doi moi”, until 2012, the term “meritocracy” was used explicitly for the first time 

in a legal document. For meritocratic norms to be adopted into Vietnam’s legal system and 

practices, there has been a long process of norm transfer with the participation of both 

international and domestic actors. In 2009, UNDP published a policy discussion paper, 

recommending that the CPV and the Vietnamese government prioritise meritocracy in civil 

service reform: 

“Firstly, introduce and promote merit and performance-based principles and 

make this an overarching principle. Applying the principles of merit and 

performance would require structures and systems that align policy goals and 

targets to jobs, competency requirements, performance indicators and staff 

appraisal processes. To start, the merit principle needs to be clearly articulated 
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and a mechanism to protect the merit principle needs to be installed…” (Poon 

et al., 2009, p. 22) 

Acting as an international donor to Vietnam since 1977, UNDP plays an important role in 

transferring the principle of meritocracy into Vietnam’s civil service recruitment at the central 

and local levels. One of the main components of the UNDP-funded project titled 

“Strengthening the impact of public administration reform in Danang City” (2012 - 2017) was 

to develop recruitment procedures based on competition and meritocracy. Similar projects 

were implemented in Bac Giang, Can Tho, and Ha Tinh provinces during this period. The 

issuance of the project “Enhancing the reform of the civil service” in 2012, with the legal 

adoption of the term meritocracy, is acknowledged by the Vietnamese leadership as one of 

the significant outcomes of PAR with the support of UNDP (Nguyen, 2012b). 

ADB has also contributed to implanting the norm of meritocracy into Vietnam’s civil service 

through its technical assistance project carried out from 2008 to 2013, and particularly the 

project “Supporting civil service reform in Vietnam” implemented from 2015 to 2017. The 

ABD-funded project reaffirms that meritocracy is a principle for “the prosperity of the nation” 

and provides a variety of recommendations for the establishment of a merit-based civil 

service system in Vietnam (MOHA and ADB, 2017, pp. 193-202). The Deputy Minister of 

Home Affairs confirmed that the ADB-funded project helped Vietnam to institutionalise civil 

service reform laws and regulations by supporting with merit-based policy recommendations 

(Anh & Hoang, 2015).  

Along with the influence of external forces, domestic receptivity has also promoted norm 

transfer. The norm of meritocracy with such values as openness, fairness, and competition 

and lessons from other countries such as Japan and Singapore were brought home by 

delegates who were sent to these countries to study civil service reform (Pham, 2017c). 

Similarly, many seminars with international experts have been held in Vietnam, bringing the 
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norm of meritocracy to the greater attention of the Vietnamese policymakers, such as the 

seminar “Sharing experience in civil service recruitment of Japan” held in November 2016 

and the seminar “Public administration and the future civil service: Experience of Singapore 

and recommendations for Vietnam” in December 2018. Additionally, the works of 

“reformists”, with a focus on research about the merit-based, open, and competitive civil 

service worldwide, have been published widely in mass media (Pham, 2017b; Ta, 2013), 

making the principle of meritocracy more familiar to the public.  

With these activities, the norm of meritocracy has gradually been absorbed and thus 

influenced the policymaking process. Since its first presence in the 2012 “Enhancing the 

reform of the civil service” project, the term meritocracy has been used more frequently by 

Vietnamese leaders and policymakers. It has also been extensively used in political 

documents, legal regulations, legislative formal debates, and the media. The CPV's 

Resolution No. 39-NQ/TW dated 15/01/2019 sets out the specific goal of strengthening the 

merit-based civil service by 2025. At the National Assembly meetings, the term meritocracy 

is highlighted by many delegates as the core principle and the goal of civil service reform 

(Loan & Vu, 2019). Arguably, the norm of meritocracy has been successfully transferred to 

Vietnam. 

However, in reality, the norm is not fully transferred. The Western norm of meritocracy is 

associated with fairness, openness, impartiality, and political neutrality. The 

recommendations of UNDP for Vietnam regarding the principle of meritocracy also 

emphasise “non-discriminatory practice”, “equality”, and “neutrality” as follows: 

“Perhaps the most important factor for an effective civil service is the merit 

principle, which means “The person most able to do the job gets the job”. A 

merit system based on non-discriminatory practice and equality of access to 

public office would promote neutrality and professionalism in the civil service 
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and is more suited to a rights-based approach in civil service management." 

(Poon et al., 2009, p. 24).  

While these values are seen to be universal and prominent in the Western civil service as 

well as in many Asian countries such as Singapore, Japan, and South Korea, it is a great 

challenge for the Vietnamese political system in which the CPV’s monopoly over cadre 

affairs is exercised. Therefore, the adoption of this norm in Vietnam is not straightforward.  

Instead, it is based on the CPV’s directive to harmonise the relationships between 

virtues/morality and talents/competence (Central Party Committee, 1997). Consequently, 

Vietnam’s meritocratic norm does not embrace the principle of neutrality as it does in many 

other countries. Meritocracy is perceived and exercised within Vietnam’s political 

constraints, in which the principle of party loyalty has never been compromised. In essence, 

while the norm of meritocracy has been transferred to Vietnam, one of its most important 

values - neutrality - is absent in the Vietnamese conception. This is arguably a product of 

norm localisation. The rationales behind this process will be discussed in Chapter 6.  

4.2.2. Transfer of policy goals - meritocracy to serve the Party 

The pursuit of a merit-based civil service system in Vietnam firstly aims to build a contingent 

of public officials who are politically loyal to the CPV and professionally capable of realising 

the Party’s orientation of developing a modern industrialised socialist nation (Central Party 

Committee, 2018a). Public officials must have both political virtues and competence (Central 

Party Committee, 1997; The Politburo, 1999). Political virtues are elaborated as having a 

firm stance and absolute loyalty to the Party and the Marxist-Leninist and Ho Chi Minh 

ideology; being aware of and able to defend the Party’s ideology and policies; and being 

able to lead and implement the Party’s policies (Central Party Committee, 1997, 2017; 

MOHA, 2012). Competent public officials must be able to bring the Party and government 

resolution and policies into life and to criticise the ideology and behaviours that contradict 
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and oppose Marxism-Leninism and Ho Chi Minh ideology, and the Party ideas (Communist 

Party of Vietnam, 2014). This mandate aims to strengthen the ruling regime’s machinery 

and realise their political agenda.  

This is different from many Western countries where meritocracy aims to counter patronage, 

ensure impartiality, and stabilise administrations over the change of the elected 

Party/government in power. Vietnam, on the contrary, shares the goals of developing a 

meritocracy with some Asian countries where meritocracy is developed to find the best and 

brightest to serve the ruling party, particularly China and Singapore (Bellows, 2009; Chan, 

2016; Chan & Suizhou, 2007). A similar process of policy goal adoption used to happen in 

China during the late 1980s when there was a “tug-of-war” between adopting the Western-

style civil service and maintaining the cadres system under the primacy leadership of the 

CPC, with the latter taking precedence (Chan, 2016, p. 383).  

Undoubtedly, China serves as a good lesson for Vietnam to learn about how to adapt the 

universal goal of meritocracy to the goal of the Party's leadership over cadre affairs. There 

has been a considerable number of Vietnamese delegations visiting China to learn about 

the public administration and civil service reforms. These visiting delegations have been 

maintained on a yearly regular basis. As one interviewee from MOHA asserts, “while the 

destinations of study tours vary year by year depending on the learning demand, China 

remains the choice for overseas training every year” (Author interview, 3 January 2020).  

China’s policies and reform experience are among the main focus of Vietnam’s learning. For 

example, in April and May 2018, a Vietnamese ministerial level delegation had a study tour 

to China to learn about experience in state organisational reform and capacity building for 

the civil servants. The lessons drawn from this study tour include the Party’s consistent 

leadership over reform (Pham, 2018a). This is because China’s policies “are appropriate to 

Vietnam, such as its merit-based and competitive policy to select leaders and managers 
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with competency, good virtues, social responsibility and representativeness of the public to 

govern the country” (Author interview, 10 September 2019). After these study tours, the 

delegations’ reports confirm that lessons from China’s civil service reform are good 

references for Vietnam’s reform process (Pham, 2018a). Policy transfer took root from these 

concrete activities. 

4.2.3. Transfer of policy ideas  

New policy ideas are important inputs for policy development. During its civil service reform, 

Vietnam has adopted policy ideas that have promoted the transformation of the overall civil 

service system and served as the foundation for the adoption of merit-based policy. They 

include the ideas of a position-based civil service, performance-based management, and a 

contract-based system. 

4.2.3.1. The idea of a position-based civil service  

A position-based civil service system where all new jobs are available for competitive 

recruitment has been adopted by many Western developed countries (see Figure 4.2). The 

successful lessons of those countries in enhancing governance efficiency with the position-

based civil service system have served as a motivation for Vietnam to consider its validity in 

Vietnam’s context. The idea of a position-based civil service was transferred to Vietnam 

during the late 2000s. Before the issuance of the 2008 Law on Cadres and Civil servants, 

Vietnamese leaders recognised that a rigid career-based system was a major obstacle to 

the improvement of the quality of the civil service and the building of a merit-based civil 

service. Particularly, the rigid career-based system was perceived as “being incompatible 

with the market economy reform”, as stated by the then Minister of Home Affairs (Tran, 

2008b). To ensure that recruitment and promotion are merit-based, it is believed that there 

should be a clear specification of job positions with specific criteria. The search for a model 
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that can remedy the weaknesses of the career-based civil service system and enhance 

meritocracy was promoted from such recognition. 

 

The involvement of international experts from UNDP and ADB during the law-making 

process contributed to the change in Vietnamese policymakers’ thinking. At a meeting in 

September 2008, officials from MOHA and the law drafting team were introduced to the civil 

service reform trends and models of many countries and the consultation of ADB experts. 

Concluding the meeting, the then Minister of Home Affairs, Tran Van Tuan, required the new 

law drafting team to adopt the opinions of the participants and international experts (Tran, 

2008b). Reformists also strongly advocated the idea of a position-based civil service. For 

example, in 2008, Dr. Tran Anh Tuan, the then Director of the Institute for State Organisation 

Sciences (ISOS) and currently the Deputy Minister of Home Affairs, proposed nine issues 

that should be considered in reforming Vietnam’s civil service, including the combination of 

the career-based system and the position-based system (Tran, 2008a).  
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Consequently, the idea of a position-based civil service was adopted in Article 5 of the 2008 

Law on Cadres and Civil servants, in which the second principle of cadres and civil servants 

management is “combining the position standard, job position, and staff quota". Essentially, 

Vietnam’s approach is combining the existing career-based system with some elements of 

the position-based system. This is expected to be the backbone for realising the meritocratic 

policy. This idea has been further promoted by foreign-funded projects. For example, the 

UNDP-funded project “Strengthening the impact of public administration reform in Danang 

City 2012-2017”, and the ADB-funded project "Supporting civil service reform in Vietnam 

2015-2017" assisted with developing a position classification scheme. The promotion of a 

position-based system remains a focus in the 2019 amended Law. Arguably, although the 

adoption of the idea of a position-based civil service is partial, it is a breakthrough in 

changing Vietnam’s traditional career-based system, creating a foundation for the 

implementation of merit-based recruitment and promotion.   

4.2.3.2. The idea of performance-based management  

Performance-based management has been implemented in many OECD countries since 

the 1990s, which typically includes performance-based appraisal and performance-related 

pay (OECD, 2005). The idea aims to assess and reward employees based on their 

comparative performance and contributions. In Vietnam, UNDP played an important role in 

transferring the performance-based management idea into the public sector, particularly 

with piloting projects at the local level. Performance-based management was first piloted in 

2004 in Ho Chi Minh City. It was then continued with the project “Public administration reform 

in Ho Chi Minh City” carried out from 2007 to 2011, from which a performance management 

system was developed. These piloted projects were then expanded to many other localities, 

having a great impact on changing the management in the public sector. At the legislative 
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level, the idea of performance-based management was officially adopted in the 2008 Law 

on Cadres and Civil servants.  

By confirming that Vietnam’s civil service reform is successful only if the principle of merit is 

closely linked to performance management, UNDP insisted that Vietnam should develop a 

staff appraisal process that includes the competence required to do the job, the performance 

outputs and indicators, and the annual targets (Poon et al., 2009, p. 20). Within the ABD-

funded project "Supporting civil service reform in Vietnam" 2014-2017, lessons regarding 

performance-based management from South Korea and Singapore were presented as 

being of highly valuable reference for Vietnam (MOHA and ADB, 2017). While mentioning 

both positive and negative lessons, the South Korean Minister of Home Affairs emphasised 

meritocracy as one of the “official guiding principles” in which performance is used as 

objective measures of merit (MOHA and ADB, 2017, p. 102). Undoubtedly, the involvement 

of such high-level officials in funded projects is meaningful to policy transfer. With the 

acceleration of the PAR 2010-2020 - many components of which were funded by IOs - 

Vietnam has gradually adopted the idea of performance-based management in a more 

comprehensive form. 

4.2.3.3. The idea of a contract-based system 

One of the most recent policy ideas that has been adopted into Vietnam's civil service is the 

abolition of lifetime tenure and the implementation of a contract-based system. The lifetime 

tenure mechanism has been recognised as a major obstacle to the realisation of meritocracy 

because under this mechanism, once being recruited, civil servants and public employees 

lack the motivation to try in their duties and it is hard to dismiss them unless they have not 

been compliant. Therefore, the abolition of lifetime tenure is expected to improve efficiency 

and ensure meritocracy in the civil service, according to Mr. Nguyen Tu Long, Deputy-

director of the Department of Civil servants and Public employees, MOHA (Tran, 2020). In 
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an interview in 2016, the Vietnamese economic expert Pham Chi Lan presented examples 

of many Western countries, particularly New Zealand, in abolishing lifetime tenure and 

implementing the contract system in the civil service (VietTimes, 2016). She proposed that 

lifetime tenure should be deleted completely in Vietnam’s civil service. In 2019, Vietnam 

legalised the abolition of lifetime tenure, but only for public employees. Accordingly, newly 

recruited public employees are employed on a contract basis. It must be noted that in the 

context of Vietnam’s political system and administration culture, the abolition of lifetime 

tenure is not an easy task. According to the former Deputy Minister of Home Affairs, this 

idea was raised in Vietnam for the first time in 2000 and it took 20 years to adopt (Tuan, 

2019).  

Given the adoption of this idea and an expectation for more radical reform towards a 

contract-based mechanism, a gradual approach was opted. In 2019, the then Prime Minister 

Nguyen Xuan Phuc stated that Vietnam aims to abolish lifetime tenure and move to a 

contract-based system (Nam, 2019). Some National Assembly members explicitly express 

the desire that abolishing lifetime tenure should be applied to civil servants, not only public 

employees (Le, 2019). An online survey carried out by the Youth Newspaper (Bao Thanh 

Nien) in 2019 shows that 84% of the respondents answered that abolishment of lifetime 

tenure should be applied to civil servants (Thanhnien, 2019). Nevertheless, in the 

Vietnamese context, a more radical reform seems to be impossible, at least at this stage. A 

vice-director of the Department of Civil servants and Public employees of MOHA said that a 

contract-based mechanism for civil servants “must be considered comprehensively and 

proceeded gradually” (Ha, 2019).  

In short, Vietnam has transferred fundamental ideas characterised by NPM and meritocracy 

but in its own ways. Despite the “virus-like” spread of policy ideas (Cairney, 2009), Vietnam’s 

policy transfer is only halfway, with the combination of a career-based system and elements 
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of a position-based system (instead of a wholesale transfer of the position-based system 

idea) and the abolition of lifetime tenure for public employees only (instead of both public 

employees and civil servants). Importantly, as ideas are central to policy formulation (Hall, 

1993), the adoption of these ideas has resulted in a "paradigm shift" in Vietnam’s merit-

based policy and practices, which is discussed in the next section.  

4.2.4. Transfer of policy tools, instruments, and techniques 

4.2.4.1. Civil service law with the principle of meritocracy 

Vietnam’s civil service operated without the governing of a civil service law for a long time. 

The promulgation of the Ordinance on Cadres and Civil servants in 1998, the Law on Cadres 

and Civil servants in 2008, and the Law on Public employees in 2010, was a breakthrough 

in legalising civil service management, particularly in meritocracy. By adopting the principle 

of meritocracy in the civil service law, Vietnam shares similarities with most investigated 

countries. For example, Japan’s National Public Service Act 19473 has many items 

regarding merit-based policies such as open examination and fair appointment. South 

Korea’s State Public Officials Act 20054 highlights appointment through open competitive 

examinations, promotion based on performance and ability, and talent policies. The 

Australian Public Service (APS) Act 19995 identifies one of the principles of APS 

Employment as “[making] decisions relating to engagement and promotion that are based 

on merit”. The UK Civil Service Code 2006 and Civil Service Management Code 20166 

emphasise merits in personnel procedures. This shows that despite institutional differences, 

                                                           
3 Available at http://www.japaneselawtranslation.go.jp/law/detail main?re=&vm=02&id=2713 
4 Available at https://elaw.klri.re.kr/eng service/lawView.do?hseq=444&lang=ENG 
5 Available at https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2019C00057 
6 Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/civil-servants-terms-and-conditions; 
http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/iam/codes/cscode/index.asp 
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Vietnam shares similarities with other countries in terms of legalising meritocracy, focusing 

on recruitment, promotion, appointment, performance assessment, and remuneration. 

Given the fact that Vietnam adopted a civil service law much later than other countries (see 

Table 4.1), Vietnam certainly enjoys the advantage of referencing similar models worldwide. 

The literature shows that the transfer of a law (or law model) from one country to another 

country happens only when the two countries share a certain level of political and 

administrative similarity, i.e. between Western democracies (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; 

Hoberg, 1991). Although there is no concrete evidence regarding the process of Vietnam 

transferring civil service law elsewhere, it is evident that there are significant commonalities 

between Vietnam’s and China’s civil service law. The possibility that Vietnam is influenced 

by the Chinese civil service law model can be explained by the similarities in the two 

countries' political and administrative systems, and the regular exchange activities between 

the CPV and the CPC and the two governments through visits, study tours, and experience-

sharing seminars.  
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Vietnam shares similarities with China both in the legalisation schedule and legislative 

content. In 1993, China issued the Provisional Regulations on State Civil Servants as an 

interim legal document for the issuance of the Chinese Civil Servant Law in 2005. Similarly, 

in 1998, Vietnam promulgated the Ordinance on Cadres and Civil Servants as a bridging 

step for the adoption of the Law on Cadres and Civil Servants in 2008 and the Law on Public 

Employees in 2010. The Vietnamese laws share resemblances with the Chinese Law, such 

as "emphasizing the rights, obligations, and responsibilities of civil servants, conformation 

to the Party, covers a wider range of public employees and provides less clarity on the role 

of central personnel management agency" (Poon et al., 2009, p. 13). In terms of meritocracy, 

there are considerable parallels in recruitment, promotion, and payment regulations as 

shown in Table 4.2. Most importantly, Vietnam’s laws adopt meritocracy under the unified 

leadership and monopoly of the communist party, which is the same as China’s approach. 

Arguably, although adopting meritocracy in the civil service law is a common trend 

worldwide, the approach to legalising meritocracy under the auspices of the ruling political 

party is distinctive in Vietnam and China. 
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Table 4.2. Parallels in meritocracy between China’s and Vietnam’s civil service laws and regulations 

China’s 2005 Civil Servant Law7 Vietnam’s 2008 Law on Cadres and Civil Servants and its 
subsequent legal documents8 

Commonalities 

Article 4: In the application of the public servant system, Marxism-Leninism, Mao 
Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory and the important thought of "Three 
Represents" shall be upheld as the guidance, the basic line for the primary stage 
of socialism shall be implemented, the cadre line and policy of the Communist 
Party of China shall be carried out, and the principle that cadres are under the 
administration of the Party shall be adhered to 
 

Article 5 (2008 Law): Principle of management of cadres and civil 
servants: Ensure the leadership of the CPV and the management of 
the Government 

Confirmation of the 
communist party’s 
leadership 

Article 7: Public servants shall be appointed in adherence to the principles of 
appointing people on their merits and people with both political integrity and 
professional competence, with stress placed on practical achievements in work 
 

Article 5 (2008 Law): The employment, assessment, and classification 
of cadres and civil servants shall be based on political integrity, 
morality, and professional competence 

Combination of political 
virtues and competence 

Article 21: Public servants for non-leading posts at or below the level of senior 
section member and at other levels of corresponding posts shall be recruited and 
employed through open examination, strict review, competition on an equal 
footing, and selection on the merits 
 

Article 37 and Article 38 (2008 Law): Civil servants are recruited 
through examinations. 
Recruitment principles shall include publicity, transparency, objectivity, 
and legality 

Open and competitive 
entrance examinations 

Article 26: Before recruiting and employing public servants, a public notice of 
entrance examination shall be issued. In a public notice of entrance examination 
shall be clearly stated the posts, the number of public servants needed, the 
qualifications for examinees, the application materials required to be submitted, 
and other matters for attention 

Article 15 (Decree No. 24/2010/ND-CP dated 15/3/2010):  
Recruitment agencies shall issue a public notice on the mass media, 
website, and at the office. The public notice shall include criteria, 
conditions, quantity, timelines, and application venues. At least 7 days 
before the recruitment day, a list of participating candidates shall be 
published at the recruitment agency office 

Public notice of entrance 
examination 

Article 28: The examination for recruitment and employment of public servants 
shall be conducted in the forms of written examination and interviews. The 
contents of the examinations shall be specified in accordance with the basic ability 
required of public servants and the different categories of posts 

Article 8 (Decree No. 161/ND-CP dated 29/11/2018): The 
examination for recruitment shall have two rounds. Round 1 with 
computerised multiple-choice tests of knowledge about the political 
system, relevant laws and duties, foreign languages, and IT. 
Candidates who pass the Round 1 shall be invited to sit Round 2. 
Round 2 with professional knowledge, skill and ability tests in the form 
of interviews or written examinations 

Examinations include 
writing tests and interviews 

Article 33: Assessment of public servants shall be conducted in compliance with 
the limits of authorised administration, and in an all-round way, covering their 
political integrity, ability, diligence, achievements, and incorruptibility, with special 
attention paid to actual achievements in work. 
  

Article 55 (2008 Law): Assessment of the civil servants shall be to 
identify their political integrity, morality, ability, professional 
competence, and performance.  

Assessment covers political 
virtues, morality and 
performance 

Article 74: The wage of a civil servant shall include the basic pay, allowances, 
subsidies, and bonuses… For a civil servant who has been acknowledged as 
"excellent" or "competent" in a periodical assessment, he may enjoy the year-end 
bonus according to the provisions of the state.   

Article 1, Decree No.17/2013/ND-CP dated 19/2/2013: Cadres and 
civil servants with excellent achievements shall be entitled to salary 
increments ahead of schedule 

Financial rewards for best 
performers 

  
                                                           
7 Available at http://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/natlex4.detail?p lang=en&p isn=92648 
8 Researcher’s translation from Vietnamese original documents 
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4.2.4.2. Position-based competitive and open entry examinations 

Entry examinations were first adopted into Vietnam's modern civil service in 1950 (with 

Decree No. 76/SL dated 20/5/1950). However, for a long time, it was seen more as a 

formality than an efficient policy practice (Nguyen, 2011). The 1998 Ordinance on Cadres 

and Civil servants legalised examinations, but it took 10 years to develop an examination 

mechanism based on job positions with principles of publicity, transparency, objectivity, and 

competitiveness as stated in the 2008 Law. A cognitive change among the Vietnamese 

leadership occurred as stated by former Deputy Minister of Home Affairs Nguyen Duy 

Thang: 

"The pursuit of a market economy with international integration and a rule-

by-law state of the people, by the people, and for the people requires a 

contingent of democratic, professional, efficient, and highly responsible 

cadres. However, the current cadres have not met the demand because they 

were recruited and employed in a system that lacks openness, 

competitiveness, and professional training, etc. Therefore, there should be 

new regulations for a more transparent and competitive recruitment regime.” 

(Nguyen, 2011). 

The development of other Asian countries such as Singapore and Japan during this time 

also inspired Vietnamese policymakers to learn from these countries. IOs played an 

important role in this process through their funded projects and consultation. Apart from 

support from UNDP and ADB (Acuña-Alfaro, 2009; Tran, 2008b), from 2014 to 2017, JICA 

funded a series of training courses for MOHA officials, including training visits to Japan 

relating to the planning of recruitment examinations, preparation for the exam questions, 

and implementation of the examinations. MOHA cooperated with JICA to transfer Japan’s 
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civil service recruitment experience to Vietnam (Nhat, 2016). From these activities, Vietnam 

not only adopted the idea of competitive recruitment examinations but also developed a 

system of legal regulations to realise it. The JICA-funded project “Supporting civil service 

recruitment reform in Vietnam” is ongoing, including the transfer of methods and principles 

in multiple-choice entry tests, interviewing techniques and candidate assessment methods, 

and training for Vietnamese personnel staff who are in charge of the new recruitment 

examination scheme (Tuan, 2020b).  

In June 2020, MOHA drafted a project proposal regarding a unified entry testing system, 

where civil servant candidates have to take an open national entry test. In the proposal, 

MOHA presented the experience of China and Japan as references and models to learn 

from, however, it is possible that the proposed entry test scheme is also influenced by similar 

models in Western countries. For example, the tests are designed not only to identify the 

candidates’ knowledge but also their cognitive ability, reasoning ability, sense of 

responsibility, and civil service morality, which are similar to Australia’s psychological and 

aptitude tests. A report of a visiting delegation to Australia in September 2017 

emphasised that Vietnam can use lessons from Australia’s entry testing system as 

references (Dao, 2017; Pham, 2017a). In addition, lessons about recruitment 

examinations in many other countries such as the UK, the US, and Singapore have also 

been constantly studied with recommendations for reforming Vietnam’s recruitment 

examinations (Ho, 2017). These policy transfer activities arguably resulted in the 

decision to adopt the new entry testing scheme.      

4.2.4.3. Talent attraction programmes 

In 2004, Danang City launched a talent attraction programme, providing scholarships to 

outstanding high-school graduates to study at prestigious universities, particularly in 

Western countries. After graduation, they come back to work in the city’s government 
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agencies. This programme is similar to the Singapore President’s Scholarship which began 

in 1966, and is regarded as Singapore’s most prestigious undergraduate scholarship 

programme. It is believed that this programme was transferred from Singapore to Danang 

by its former Municipal Party Secretary Nguyen Ba Thanh. During his time in power, Danang 

was widely known as a model city in administrative reforms and its success owed much to 

his leadership, particularly in talent attraction policies (Pham, 2018b). At the central level, in 

2014, the Central Party Committee issued Conclusion No.86-KL/TW launching a similar 

programme, providing scholarships to excellent final-year high-school and university 

students, recruiting them to the Party and government agencies after their graduation.     

Providing scholarships for government officials to study abroad is another programme that 

can be seen as a product of policy transfer. Although the practice of sending government 

officials for overseas training existed in the past, these programmes mostly relied on the 

funding of the "allies" such as the Soviet Union and China. Scholarship programmes using 

the state budget to train public officials overseas have been implemented in Vietnam since 

the early 2000s. Candidates who are competent and have the potential to become scientists, 

managers, and leaders are selected and offered full scholarships through a competitive 

process. This programme was initially implemented with the aim of training scientists and 

researchers, with a project launched in 2000 under the management of the Ministry of 

Education and Training, titled “Training scientific and technical professionals at foreign 

institutions using the state budget” (Project 322). Big cities such as Ho Chi Minh City and 

Danang City had their own individual projects that commenced in 2001 and 2006 

respectively. Significantly, a similar project aimed at training leaders and managers was 

launched in 2008 under the management of COC (Project 165). These programmes are 

believed to have been inspired predominantly by China’s methods of improving the capacity 

of the civil service and the Party’s apparatus. As one interviewee confirmed: 
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“Vietnam’s public HRM is most influenced by China thanks to the similarities 

in the pursuit of socialism and the long history of interaction between the two 

countries. Vietnam has learned many things from China. For example, China 

has the policy to send their officers to study at the Lee Kwan Yew Public 

Policy School, Vietnam then has a similar policy to send officers abroad, with 

Project 165 being an example" (Author interview, 5 February 2020). 

One more talent attraction programme that is possibly influenced by China is the “red carpet” 

programme. With the Politburo’s Conclusion No.86-KL/TW issued in 2014 and the 

Government’s Decree 140/2017/NĐ-CP issued in 2017, this programme attracts young 

scientists from domestic and overseas institutions into the government agencies with a 

selection process based on academic and research records, as well as offering attractive 

remuneration. This programme shares similarities to China’s Thousand Talents Plan, and 

National Talent Development Plan, implemented in 2008 and 2010 respectively. They adopt 

the same idea of talent attraction through attractive and competitive preferential policies. As 

one interviewee confirmed, “China is a special partner - Vietnam regularly updates their 

reform policies for references in the policymaking process” (Author interview, 3 January 

2020). 

4.2.4.4. Promotion examinations 

The appointment process in Vietnam’s civil service was completely dominated by 

succession planning, internal voting, and leadership decisions. However, things have 

changed since the mid-2000s with the adoption of competitive promotion examinations as a 

supplementary appointment method. The first locality that piloted competitive promotion 

examinations was Danang City, which started this scheme in 2006, with the belief that 

“promotion examination will reduce running for posts”, said the former Danang Party 

Secretary Nguyen Ba Thanh (Vu, 2013). At the national level, with the CPV’s resolution 
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issued in 2007, promotion examinations have been carried out since the end of the 2000s. 

In 2015, the Politburo issued the project "Piloting the reforms of the selection of leaders and 

managers at department and division levels". Two years later, MOHA issued Document No. 

2424/BNV-CCVC dated 9/5/2017, guiding the implementation of the project. In these 

examinations, candidates demonstrate their professional knowledge and management 

skills, showing their competency in front of an examination board. Examinations include both 

writing tests and project presentations and are open to public competition. Appointment 

decisions, in most cases, are made for those who gain higher scores in these examinations 

(Tran, 2014).  

This scheme is similar to the policies in China and South Korea. In China, the practice of 

competitive examination for appointment of managers and leaders was started in 1994 

(Tong et al., 1999). These examinations included written tests, presentations, and interviews 

and were reported to be successful in attracting younger and more capable candidates 

(Burns, 2007). Nowadays, along with appointment through recommendation and discussion, 

competitive and public selection for leadership posts are carried out with methods such as 

written examination, interviews, group discussions, evaluation of work experience, work 

performance, and psychological tests (Chen et al., 2016). In South Korea, 

examinations/tests for promotion to the fifth rank (deputy directors) are institutionalised in 

the State Public Officials Act. The way Vietnam conducts these examinations shares many 

similarities with these two countries: the examinations are mainly limited to the deputy 

director level and below and include written tests and action plan presentations.  

4.2.4.5. Performance-based assessment         

The performance-based assessment approach was first adopted in a legal document in 

2003 (Decree No. 117/2003/ND-CP) and was reiterated in the 2008 Law on Cadres and 

Civil servants and its guiding legal documents. However, it was not until 2015 that a separate 
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legal document detailing the implementation of performance-based assessment was issued 

(Decree No.56/2015/ND-CP), which was amended in 2017 and replaced by Decree 

No.90/2020/ND-CP issued in 2020. Accordingly, assessment and classification of civil 

servants are based on the performance of duties as stated in the annual working plan, 

impromptu duties, and approved projects or initiatives. There is a link between the 

performance of individuals and that of the organisations: the heads of the organisations are 

responsible for the assessment of their subordinates, and communication between 

employers and employees regarding assessment results is stipulated.  

The development of this performance-based assessment regulation is the outcome of policy 

transfer through a wide range of activities, including the active study of external lessons, 

study tours, and funded projects. Many studies of ISOS focus on performance-based 

appraisal lessons of countries such as the US, the UK, China, Singapore, and Japan, and 

confirm that they are good models for Vietnam (Do, 2018; Le, 2017a; Nguyen, 2015a). A 

number of international seminars have been held, at which overseas lessons in performance 

appraisal are said to be of great value and reference for Vietnam and that Vietnam could 

selectively adopt them into its civil service (Nam, 2014). Additionally, foreign-funded projects 

serve as a direct channel to import performance-based assessment practices into Vietnam. 

With the assistance of UNDP experts, Danang City launched an online performance-based 

assessment programme in 2014 (Danang People's Committee and UNDP, 2017). The ADB-

funded project “Supporting Civil service reform in Vietnam” also produced a framework of 

regulations for performance-based assessment and classification, and a manual for 

performance-based assessment procedures for Vietnam (MOHA and ADB, 2017).  

The technique of multi-dimensional assessment which is based on feedback from multiple 

sources (also known as 360-degree evaluation) has also been transferred to Vietnam, firstly 

to the local level and then to the central level. 360-degree evaluation is known to be 
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transferred from the private sector into the public sector and has been widely applied in the 

civil service of many Western countries and some Asian countries such as Singapore and 

South Korea since the end of the 1990s (Kim, 2001). This assessment model has been used 

in Danang City’s administrative agencies since 2003 (Tam, 2013), given Danang’s active 

stance in policy learning and transfer. An interviewee who was a leader of Danang DOHA 

asserted: “After many overseas study trips, I promoted reforms in managing public officials, 

talent attraction, and performance appraisal in Danang. The most significant one is the use 

of the 360-degree technique in performance appraisal" (Author interview, 21 August 2019). 

At the central level, in August 2017, the Central Party Committee adopted this multi-

dimensional technique for assessment of managers and leaders (with Decision No.89-

QD/TW dated 04/8/2017). 

Interestingly, although performance-based assessment lessons were sought from various 

sources, Vietnam’s current performance assessment regime shares more similarities with 

China than other countries. China’s “performance targets” approach is strong evidence of 

the implementation of the merit principle in public HRM (Podger & Chan, 2015). China uses 

a range of performance targets for individuals and organisations, including mission-based 

targets such as economic and public service; and non-mission-based targets such as anti-

corruption, social development (e.g. implementing family planning policies), and explicit 

political targets (e.g. conducting ideological indoctrination through regular study sessions) 

(Chan & Gao, 2013). Vietnam’s regulations on performance assessment cover almost all of 

these targets such as compliance with the Party’s and State’s laws, regulations and policies; 

political integrity, morality, lifestyle, and working style; management ability; sense of 

responsibility; and performance of assigned duties. Undoubtedly, the similarities in the two 

countries' political and administrative systems and policy goals account for the diffusion of 

such a policy approach. 
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4.2.4.6. Position-based payment 

Another policy that has recently been adopted is the position-based payment policy. Vietnam 

has undergone four periods of salary reform in the history of its modern civil service in 1960, 

1985, 1993, and 2003. Some of the reforms are believed to be influenced by NPM ideas 

such as fiscal and managerial decentralisation and market-type mechanisms (Painter, 

2006). However, payment in the public sector is still based on individual qualifications, ranks, 

and length of service. This payment system was recently recognised as being 

"complicated…, with a heavy emphasis on equality, …, not attractive to talents, and not a 

motivator to improve the quality and efficiency of the employees” (Central Party Committee, 

2018b, pp. 102-103). Therefore, in 2018, the Central Party Committee issued a directive 

(Resolution No. 27-NQ/TW) to build a new salary system based on job positions and 

leadership posts. Accordingly, the new pay system will include 70% of the basic salary and 

30% of allowances. The basic salary will be designed for two different categories: one is 

based on leadership posts; and one is based on ranks for non-leadership positions. 

Allowances will be re-arranged to highlight the distinctiveness of job positions. Heads of the 

organisations are given the authority to hire experts and talented persons and pay them 

according to their duties and performance. 

Essentially, this is a position-based pay approach that is similar to that of China. China’s 

Law on Civil servants stipulates a uniform salary system combining posts and ranks on the 

principle of distribution according to work, consisting of basic salary, allowances, subsidies, 

and bonuses. While many other countries have applied performance-based payment 

policies such as the US, the UK, Australia, Japan, Korea, and Singapore (Lah & Perry, 

2008), Vietnamese policymakers are aware of the barrier that prevented them from adopting 

these countries’ models. One interviewee confirmed: “Vietnam is very interested in 

Singapore’s salary policy and sees it as a model. We have been studying Singapore’s salary 
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and remuneration policies. However, with our conditions, Vietnam is unable to adopt 

Singapore’s approach” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). Similarly, Vietnam has also tried 

to emulate the Japanese salary policy “but cannot copy it” (Author interview, 3 January 

2020). Meanwhile, China’s position-based payment policy serves as a more feasible option 

for Vietnam to learn from. 

4.3. Policy transfer activities, sources, and lessons  

4.3.1. Policy transfer activities   

The above findings show that Vietnam has deliberately carried out a variety of activities for 

policy transfer. They include foreign-funded projects, overseas study tours and training for 

Party and government officials, international expert consultation, and policy research. 

Firstly, Vietnam is an active stakeholder in many foreign-funded projects. Vietnam 

implemented the first UNDP-funded technical assistance project in 1994 (Project VIE 92/002 

implemented from 1994-1997) to promote its civil service reform. Since then, through PAR 

2001-2010 and PAR 2010-2020, they have actively implemented many UNDP-funded 

projects at both central and local levels, through which they adopt merit-based policy ideas 

and practices into the civil service. They also engaged in the first ADB-funded project in 

1997, followed by technical assistance projects carried out between 2008 and 2013. 

Particularly, the implementation of the project “Supporting civil service reform in Vietnam” 

from 2015 to 2017 has helped to transfer the norms and practices of meritocracy into 

Vietnam. Training courses and experience-sharing seminars funded by JICA also 

contributed to merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam (Nhat, 2016). 

Secondly, overseas study tours and training are actively promoted as a channel for policy 

transfer. As one interviewee observed: “The COC has organised many delegations to go 

abroad to study foreign models and invited many international experts to Vietnam for 
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consultation. Obviously, the Party leaders see the demand to change and to reform” (Author 

interview, 29 August 2019). Since the 1990s, Vietnam has sent thousands of public officials 

overseas to study public administration, including public HRM. Projects such as Project 165, 

and Danang City and Ho Chi Minh City Scholarship Projects are examples of how this policy 

transfer strategy works. A report of Project 165 showed that in five years from 2008 to 2013, 

it sent nearly 950 Party and government officials to study at postgraduate levels and nearly 

6,500 officers for short training courses, mainly to Western countries such as the US, the 

UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Sweden, and France, and some Asian countries such 

as China, Japan, South Korea, and Singapore (Central Organization Committee, 2014). As 

one interviewee confirmed, “those who were trained overseas come back and work for 

Vietnam. They share their experience and knowledge” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). 

The trainees were exposed to contemporary reform ideas and brought them back home to 

apply in their jobs. As “they have reformed thinking, which is reflected in their policy advice 

and issuance” (Author interview, 3 January 2020), “they can promote policy transfer” (Author 

interview, 8 January 2019).  

Thirdly, Vietnamese leaders are increasingly open to consulting international experts in 

policymaking. MOHA leaders have constantly and explicitly urged their subordinates to 

consult international experts and other countries’ lessons for their policy recommendations 

(Thanh, 2019b). At the meeting for law amendments in January 2019, Deputy Minister of 

Home Affairs, Nguyen Trong Thua, directed that the drafting team should consult 

international experts for more policy ideas (Thanh, 2019b). The requirement to consult and 

refer to international experience is explicitly expressed in many discussions about civil 

service policy reform (Tuan & Trang, 2018). Together with foreign-funded projects, these 

activities show Vietnamese leaders’ activeness in promoting policy transfer.  
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Fourthly, active policy research is also a productive activity for policy transfer. The 

establishment of ISOS under the management of MOHA is an example. Its role in providing 

scientific research evidence for MOHA’s policy projects and evidence-based policy 

consultation is recognised (Van, 2020). They organise seminars, policy research activities 

and update policy developments worldwide on their website, all of which directly promote 

policy transfer from multiple sources. The activeness of “reformists” who study policy 

lessons and publish their research and recommendations for meritocratic reforms in the 

mass media also contributes to policy transfer.   

Apart from the above common transfer activities, the findings show Vietnam’s unique 

initiatives for policy transfer. The first initiative is through policy research projects. To find 

the best option to apply the model of a national entry testing system in Vietnam, MOHA 

assigned ISOS to develop the research project “The study of the national entry testing 

systems of some countries in the world”. This research project included details about the 

national entry testing systems of many countries such as Japan, the US, France, Singapore, 

South Korea, and China, with the analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of each 

country’s model and recommendations for Vietnam. The research project was then 

presented and defended in front of an examination board chaired by a Deputy Minister of 

Home Affairs in February 2018. This research project was acknowledged to provide 

scientific evidence for the realisation of the Party’s directive (Do, 2020). The second initiative 

is by bidding projects. Despite the lack of documentation, an interviewee provided some 

information about this strategy: “Previously, Deputy Minister Tuan issued a document to call 

for project proposals about civil service recruitment models worldwide in the form of bidding. 

There was one winner of this bidding. And I think the result may be the issuance of Decree 

161” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). Through bidding, MOHA leaders received a wide 



 
127 

 

range of policy options and recommendations for their policy transfer decisions. In short, 

Vietnam has utilised a variety of activities for policy transfer.  

4.3.2. Policy sources 

Given the occurrence of policy transfer, the answer to the question “From which country has 

Vietnam learned this policy/idea/technique?” is far from straightforward. In addition to the 

lack of documentation, this is due to the fact that many civil service reform policies, 

particularly NPM-related ideas, have become so universal that most countries have adopted 

them. Many Asian countries (such as Japan and Singapore) adopted NPM reform ideas 

from Western countries, and possibly other countries like Vietnam learned from these Asian 

countries. This multiple-layer policy transfer pattern makes it hard to trace back the 

immediate sources of the transfer. However, based on the above analysis of Vietnam’s 

policy transfer, it is possible to identify the main policy sources in a relative sense. 

Firstly, Vietnam has learned considerably from China. The close relationships between the 

CPV and the CPC and regular exchange activities between the two governments are good 

channels for policy learning and policy transfer. Studies show that between 1991 and 2013, 

Vietnam and China exchanged 36 visits by top Party and state leaders (Le, 2014). Official 

visits at the lower level also take place frequently. In 2000 alone, there were more than 300 

official visits between the two countries, of which 100 were at the vice-ministerial level or 

above (Womack, 2006). MOHA maintains at least one visit per year to China for learning 

and exchanges in the field of home affairs. These exchange activities have a strong 

influence on Vietnamese policymakers’ thinking. An interviewee who joined one such study 

tour to China admitted: "The trip has had a great influence on my thinking, as well as my 

leadership and management" (Author interview, 5 January 2020). Particularly, China is 

among the main destinations for Vietnamese postgraduate students in public administration 

and HRM disciplines. For example, within Project 165, from 2009 to 2012, over 64% of 
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students in these disciplines were sent to China (Central Organization Committee, 2014). 

Sharing many profound similarities, particularly in the political system, learning from China 

is desirable for Vietnam. An official of the Vietnamese Government Office affirmed: "China 

and Vietnam are on the way to building rule-of-law socialist countries and implementing 

administration reform. China's experience is a valuable lesson for many countries, including 

Vietnam" (Nguyen, 2010).  

The second source of policy lessons is from Japan, particularly through funded projects. 

From 1996 to 2006, under the support of JICA, 80 Vietnamese officials participated in the 

training course series titled “Vietnamese Administration and Civil Service Seminar” (Japan 

NPA, 2014). Also during this time, 16 Japanese experts were dispatched to Vietnam as part 

of the technical cooperation in personnel administration. Vietnamese leaders have shown 

particular interest in Japan’s experience in public administration and civil service reform, and 

sent their high-ranking delegations to Japan for policy learning (Pham, 2017c). COC has 

also organised many seminars in which Japanese experts were invited to share experience 

in public HRM (Anh, 2017; Thu, 2018). At one such seminar held in September 2018, COC 

Vice-chairman Mai Van Chinh requested effective learning and adoption of Japan’s 

experience in civil service management. With the enhanced cooperation between Vietnam 

and Japan, particularly with the Japanese-funded project signed in September 2018 to train 

800 high-ranking Vietnamese officials (Vu, 2019), it is expected that policy learning and 

transfer from Japan will be further promoted.   

Singapore is another model that attracts Vietnamese leaders. Lessons from Singapore’s 

civil service recruitment and talent acquisition are always a focus of Vietnamese 

policymakers and researchers (Nguyen, 2017b). In October 2016, Vietnam and Singapore 

signed an agreement on training CPV high-ranking officials in the period 2017-2019. 

Following this agreement, in July 2017, a delegation of Vietnamese leaders came to 
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Singapore for a training course on good governance and public administration. According to 

the delegation’s report, Singapore’s policy of talent attraction is a good model for Vietnam 

(Nguyen, 2017a). Learning about Singapore’s civil service reform has also been promoted 

within the framework of the ASEAN Cooperation on Civil Service Matters (ASEAN, 2012). 

Singapore’s ASEAN Resource Centre on Management Innovation has played an important 

role in sharing Singapore’s experience with ASEAN members, and Vietnam is among the 

beneficiaries.  

South Korea, with its successful career-based civil service system and radical reform in 

meritocratic policy, is also a source of reference for Vietnam. In November 2019, during 

MOHA delegation’s visit to South Korea, Deputy Minister Nguyen Trong Thua recommended 

that the Korea International Cooperation Agency (KOICA) support Vietnam with training in 

civil service reform, as KOICA’s experience is highly relevant to Vietnam (Thanh, 2019a). 

South Korea’s civil service reform lessons are believed to be of high-value reference for 

Vietnam because they pursue a career-based system and a flexible approach to civil service 

reform (Ngo & Hoang, 2015). The ADB-funded project also highlighted South Korea’s 

experiences as relevant lessons for Vietnam.     

Vietnam’s learning from the West is mainly through projects funded by IOs and cooperation 

with individual countries. The activeness of UNDP as analysed earlier has contributed to the 

transfer of NPM ideas and merit-based policy to Vietnam. Other Western organisations such 

as DANIDA (Denmark), SIDA (Sweden), NORAD (Norway), SDC (Switzerland), BTC 

(Belgium), GTZ (Germany), and CIDA (Canada)9 have continuously supported Vietnam with 

public administration reforms since the late 1990s, contributing to transferring Western 

policy ideas to Vietnam, including ideas about civil service reform (National Steering 

                                                           
9  This thesis does not analyse the roles of these IOs in merit-based policy transfer due to the lack of 
documentation. 



 
130 

 

Committee for Public Administration Reform, 2004). Technical and financial support from 

individual Western countries is also a source of policy transfer. Countries such as the UK, 

the US, Australia, France, and New Zealand provided multiple support to Vietnam in terms 

of public administration, public HRM and training. These activities can be found on the 

website of the National Steering Committee for Public Administration Reform10. To receive 

funding from international donors, Vietnam “did not respond only with empty promises, [but] 

… initiated genuine policy changes”(Hausman, 2010, p. 9). Additionally, Vietnam actively 

organised many study tours and sent their personnel to study in Western countries. In short, 

Vietnam has sought policy lessons from both Asian and Western countries.  

4.3.3. Selective policy lessons, norm localisation, and hybridity 

As summarised in Table 4.3, Vietnam has transferred merit-based policies from a wide 

range of sources with a variation in policy components. The influence of China and other 

Asian countries remains strong as Vietnam tends to follow policy ideology, principles, goals, 

and legal regulations more from them than from the West. In particular, Vietnam has learned 

considerably from China, despite it being a country whose model is not easy to replicate due 

to its political distinctiveness. Imports from Western countries include mainly policy ideas 

and practices, meanwhile policy techniques are learned from both Western and Asian 

countries where appropriate. The transfer of norms is more complicated as they are 

transferred from both Western and Asian sources under the process of norm localisation. 

  

                                                           
10 http://caicachhanhchinh.gov.vn  
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performance assessment can be easily adopted, even from different settings” 

(Author interview, 5 February 2020). 

This pattern of norm localisation was also found in China. During the early 1990s, China 

faced the issue of reforming the civil service system based on merit and the separation of 

the party from the government. The idea of neutrality was seen to be “Westernized”, which 

was incompatible with China’s political systems (Chan, 2016, p. 337). Consequently, China 

reformed its civil service toward meritocracy under the leadership of the CPC without the 

principle of neutrality. This shows the dynamics of norm transfer because even when a 

global norm already has a strong regional and local dimension like meritocracy, norm 

localisation still happens to reconcile the adopters’ competing demands (Prantl & Nakano, 

2011).  

Moreover, what is learned is joined with the country’s own experience as revealed by an 

interviewee:  

“The real policy content is originated from the practical experience of 

Vietnam… Policy knowledge is formed by experience, on the basis of 

comparing with international lessons and considering if we can use these 

lessons or not” (Author interview, 17 January 2019). 

The outcome of this selective and norm localisation approach is a hybrid system of 

meritocracy. Despite adopting meritocratic norms, Vietnam adheres to the principles of 

competitiveness and openness and fails to adopt the principle of neutrality, which is central 

to meritocracy. This system highlights both political integrity and competence, with the 

growing emphasis on openness and competitiveness under greater control of the political 

party. Arguably, it has both features of Asian and Western meritocratic models. It reflects 

the imperatives of an authoritarian regime in a globalised world where democratic and 
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market-led values cannot be neglected. This hybridity makes Vietnam’s merit-based policy 

dissimilar to any other country. As one participant reaffirmed: “Although Vietnam has learned 

from many other countries, its public HRM system is not similar to any other country” (Author 

interview, 3 September 2019). 

4.4. Policy transfer pathways 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer did not occur one-directionally from overseas to the 

central government. Instead, the findings show that the transfer process includes three more 

pathways: from overseas to local governments and to the central government; from 

overseas to local governments and to other local governments; and from overseas to the 

private sector and then to the public sector (see Figure 4.3). Nevertheless, the majority of 

transfers happened in the first pathway - from overseas to the central government, under 

the leadership and management of the CPV and the government, represented by COC and 

MOHA. This can be explained by Vietnam’s policymaking structure which is characterised 

by a top-down approach and a high level of centralisation. 
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At the same time, there are cases where policy transfer takes place on a longer pathway, 

from overseas to local governments, and then to the central government. The transfer of 

talent attraction policy and the adoption of the 360-degree evaluation technique are 

examples in which policy adoption at the central level is a decade behind that of the local. 

This can be explained by the policy “piloting” strategy of the central government due to the 

lack of resources (Painter, 2003) or by the desire to have more radical reforms of the local 

leaders whose success inspired the adoption at the central level (Author interview 3 January 

2019).  

Moreover, the dynamism of one locality also has an influence on other localities, which 

results in the third pathway of policy transfer - from overseas to local governments and to 

other local governments. This is found in the case of Quangnam Province. Ten years after 

Danang City started the talent recruitment policy by scholarships, Quangnam Province 

launched the same programme in 2014. Before adopting this policy, Quangnam had sent 

many delegations to Danang to learn experience. To administer this scholarship 

programme, in 2009, Danang established an institution, known as the Centre for Promotion 

of Human Resource Development. Quangnam also copied this model and established an 

institution with the same name and duties in 2012.  

The final pathway that is less visible but still exists is the transfer from overseas to the private 

sector and then to the public sector. HRM policy transfer from overseas to Vietnam's private 

sector has been investigated in some studies (Nguyen et al., 2018; Thang et al., 2007; 

Truong et al., 2010; Zhu & Verstraeten, 2013). The dynamism of the private sector makes it 

a competitor of the public sector for talent attraction in the labour market. In the context of 

"brain drain" from the public sector to the private sector, Vietnam’s public sector has tried to 

improve its competitiveness by applying some HRM practices commonly used in the private 
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sector such as recruitment interviews, 360-degree evaluation, key performance indicators 

(KPI) or bonus payment for high performers (Author interview, 3 January 2020).  

In short, Vietnam has learned considerably from international experience to reform its 

meritocratic policy. It is confirmed that “among HRM policies, merit-based policy benefits the 

most from learning overseas” (Author interview, 8 January 2019). However, despite the 

evidence to support the existence of policy transfer, in many cases, there is no clear pattern 

of transfer. Policy reforms result from a long process of ideational change coming from the 

policymakers’ contact with policy ideas and models elsewhere. Policy transfer, therefore, 

normally takes place a long time after these learning activities. “Some ideas were mentioned 

10 years ago, even 20 years ago, but have just been implemented recently”, said the former 

Deputy Minister of Home Affairs Thang Van Phuc (Tuan, 2019). As such, the indication of 

what policy is transferred from where is relative.  

4.5. Chapter summary 

By using the multi-level analytical approach, this chapter shows that Vietnam has transferred 

merit-based policies from multiple sources through diverse activities. Policy transfer 

activities include engaging in foreign-funded projects, international expert consultation, 

overseas study tours and training for Party and government officials, policy research, and 

innovative policy recommendations. The transfers happen via four different pathways, 

among which the most common route is from overseas to the central decision-making 

bodies. Particularly, the dynamism of local governments makes policy transfer a common 

practice, serving as a piloting scheme for policy adoption at the central level. All of these 

validate the occurrence of policy transfer in the Vietnamese authoritarian context.  

The transferred objects are diverse, ranging from policy norms (through the process of norm 

localisation with no adoption of neutrality), policy goals (to serve the ruling party) to policy 
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ideas, policy tools, instruments, and techniques such as a civil service law, entry and 

promotion examinations, talent attraction programmes, performance-based assessment, 

and position-based payment. While Vietnam learned from both Asian and Western 

countries, its current merit-based policies share more similarities with Asian countries, 

particularly China, rather than Western democracies, despite the strong involvement of IOs 

who tried to import Western ideas of meritocracy into Vietnam. This is due to the Asian 

countries having more influence on Vietnam than the West, particularly regarding policy 

ideology, principles, goals and legal regulations. This Asian influence is the backbone of the 

overall policy development process. On the contrary, Western imports include mainly policy 

ideas and practices that can be adapted, but do not change the core of the policy. 

The transfer process is characterised by the adoption of some specific merit-based 

practices, followed by explicit norms and principles in legislation, and finally concrete 

programmes. Referring to Hall’s (1993) model of policy change, the case of Vietnam 

demonstrates that policy transfer includes all levels of changes in the settings of the policy 

instruments, policy instruments, and policy goals. However, merit-based policy transfer is 

conducted with a selective approach to policy lessons and sources and with norm 

localisation. Vietnam has only adopted what is compatible with its conditions, which echoes 

other studies regarding policy transfer in different areas (Beeson & Pham, 2012; Hoang, 

2019; Hwang & Song, 2019),  

This distinctiveness results in simultaneous convergence and divergence of Vietnam’s 

policy with international “best practices”. While adopting meritocracy, Vietnam retains a 

meritocratic system without political neutrality under the control of the communist party as it 

is in China. Possibly, the transfer of Western public management norms to non-Western, 

socialist contexts is leading to hybridity through the emergence of a distinctly part-Western, 

part-Asian model. It combines norms and administrative styles and represents an 
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accommodation between contrasting public management philosophies. As Stone (2017, p. 

65) insists, “multiple sources of lessons, combined with endogenous policy learning also 

alter norm brokerage and policy transfer aspirations into a multifaceted translation dynamic”, 

the case of Vietnam exhibits this trajectory. This research supports other studies when 

demonstrating that the level of policy convergence or divergence depends on the transferred 

policy elements (Adams, 2008; Boyd, 2017; Nutley et al., 2013; Varjú, 2021). Importantly, it 

adds to the scholarship regarding the fact that simultaneous convergence and divergence 

is more likely to happen when policy transfer lessons are sourced from contrasting models 

(such as the Western democracies and Asian autocracies). This shows the complexity of 

policy transfer under authoritarianism, the rationales of which will be analysed in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 5. Why has merit-based policy transfer happened? 

To answer the question as to why merit-based policy transfer occurs, this chapter will firstly 

analyse the national and international context for policy transfer. It will then examine the 

critical junctures at which policy transfer is initiated and policy transfer decisions are made. 

Significantly, this chapter focuses on investigating the actors’ roles and motivations that 

shape policy transfer. The dialectical relationship between structure and agency will be 

discussed to demonstrate how structural processes and the context influence the intentions 

and motivations of the actors involved and how actors’ motivations determine the processes. 

The chapter concludes that policy transfer is deliberately used by the Vietnamese leadership 

as a strategy to serve the ruling party’s symbolic goals of gaining political support and to 

obtain substantial goals of national development.     

5.1. Contextual conditions for merit-based policy transfer   

The post “doi moi” context both nationally and internationally is favourable for merit-based 

policy transfer into Vietnam’s civil service. The national context includes the economic policy 

transformation, the institutional change toward a rule-of-law socialist state, the expansion of 

international integration, and the force of public administration and civil service reform. The 

international context is characterised by the acceleration of globalisation, the development 

of information and communication technology, the spread of NPM ideas, and the evolution 

of meritocracy as a global paradigm in the modern civil service.     

5.1.1. The national context 

5.1.1.1. “Doi moi” - economic reform and the need to learn from overseas 

The “doi moi” agenda with radical economic institutional reform raised three main issues 

that encouraged Vietnam’s leaders to look for lessons from overseas. Firstly, “doi moi” 
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initiated a change in economic management with the eradication of the centrally-planned 

economy and the pursuit of a socialist-oriented market economy. In essence, the new 

economic model adheres to the aims and the ideology of socialism. However, it has features 

of the capitalist economy that is based on the market rule. Therefore, while the idea of a 

socialist-oriented market economy is seen as Vietnam’s initiative (Nguyen, 2012a), its 

implementation requires learning from existing economic models. Research has shown that 

to realise “doi moi”, Vietnam learned a great deal from the Western neo-liberal models, or 

at least they appeared to do so (Beeson & Pham, 2012; Painter, 2005a, 2005b). The 

economic turn has also changed the mindset of Vietnamese leadership and freed them from 

the thinking that “the Chinese moon is rounder than the US moon” or “the Russian watch is 

more accurate than the Swiss watch” (Author Interview, 6 January 2019). This is meaningful 

in promoting policy transfer as Vietnamese leadership targets not only the Chinese model 

(a country with the same economic transformation trajectory) but also Western economic 

models.            

Secondly, the economic reform agenda required the improvement of human resources, both 

in the private and public sectors, which has motivated the transfer of more efficient HRM 

models from overseas. In the private sector, facing the pressure of increasing 

competitiveness and productivity, enterprises became more active in reforming their 

management, particularly in HRM (Kamoche, 2001; Truong et al., 2010; Zhu & Verstraeten, 

2013). In the public sector, the call for the enhancement of the quality of public personnel 

was made by both the CPV and the government. The need for a high calibre of public 

officials who could realise the reform agenda required the Vietnamese leadership to pay 

more attention to developing meritocracy in the civil service. The 7th NPC in 1991 requested 

the development of a contingent of cadres who are knowledgeable and capable of 

implementing reforms and talent attraction both within and outside the Party. Subsequent 
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congresses set the targets of reforming civil service recruitment, promotion, and payment 

toward being merit-based. This necessitated the search for models and drawing lessons 

from countries with successful meritocratic approaches.          

Lastly, the economic transformation came with a new way of management that facilitated 

changes and reforms at both national and local levels. There has been a shift from a 

centralised, bureaucratic and one-way management system to a more open and 

decentralised management system. Before economic reform, “all public HRM activities were 

done by the Party” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). However, after “doi moi”, 

decentralisation was more emphasised, which served as “an important foundation for 

building a modern and professional public administration” (Author interview, 17 January 

2019). Consequently, MOHA and DOHAs became more active and dynamic in policy 

changes. This explains why merit-based policy transfer has happened at both central and 

local levels. In short, the economic institutional transformation required a change in the 

capacity of the civil service and the development of a new public labour force to meet the 

demand for reform, which necessitates merit-based policy transfer. 

5.1.1.2. Institutional change toward a rule-of-law socialist state - policy transfer for legal 

reform 

Following “doi moi”, Vietnam began transforming from a state of proletarian dictatorship to 

a socialist country based on the rule of law. The 7th NPC in 1991 and the 1992 Constitution 

identified that Vietnam is a socialist state based on the rule of law. Two main principles of a 

socialist state based on the rule of law include i) having sufficient power and capacity to 

make laws, and ii) managing the society by the rule of law (Party Building Magazine, 2011). 

Unlike the previous period when there was a lack of law enforcement, this change 

demanded the issuance and implementation of a civil service law instead of administrative 

orders. The need for new laws required policymakers to look to international experience. 
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The promulgation of the Ordinance on Cadres and Civil servants in 1998, the Law on Cadres 

and Civil servants in 2008, and the Law on Public employees in 2010 are part of the overall 

institutional change, which partly resulted from policy transfer as discussed earlier.     

Another aspect of the institutional change toward a rule-of-law state was the urgent need for 

an administrative machinery that was qualified enough to make and implement laws 

efficiently. This essentially required a system of laws and policies to recruit qualified 

personnel for the administration, and thus the reform of merit-based policies was promoted 

(Author interview, 17 January 2019). Given that meritocracy has been successfully 

implemented by many other countries, policy transfer helps to learn from their experience to 

realise the national reform agenda. In short, a new institutional foundation was established, 

creating imperatives for legal reform, particularly in the civil service, and an environment for 

merit-based policy transfer. 

5.1.1.3. International integration and the force of learning 

One more contextual condition that enabled the occurrence of policy transfer is the 

development of Vietnam’s foreign policy, from a closed-door policy to an open-door policy 

with intensive international integration. The 6th NPC in 1986 stated Vietnam’s policy to 

normalise and expand relationships with all countries in the world, notably with China. While 

the early stage of “doi moi” focused only on economic integration, the later stage has seen 

a more comprehensive integration approach, not only in the economic area but also in 

political, cultural, and scientific areas, creating a favourable condition for policy transfer 

(Author interview, 17 January 2019).  

In contrast to the previously closed-door policy that had constrained Vietnam from accessing 

international resources, international integration has brought about multiple opportunities 

and pressures for Vietnam to learn from overseas. The interviews reveal many reasons why 
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the change in foreign policy is meaningful to policy transfer. Firstly, international integration 

changed the Vietnamese leadership’s thinking toward being more open, flexible, and 

receptive to foreign ideas. Secondly, it created opportunities for them to access policy 

information through various international relations activities. Thirdly, the good relationships 

resulting from international cooperation made their partners’ policies more familiar to 

Vietnamese leaders and increased their receptivity. Fourthly, the open-door policy helped 

Vietnam to gain international funding to carry out reform programmes. Lastly, it opened a 

new era of ending Vietnam’s isolation and integrating itself into global development trends, 

in which Vietnam had the opportunity and motivation to learn from other countries. 

There are also pressures for policy transfer due to accelerating international integration. 

Vietnam is a member of many IOs, such as the United Nations (UN), ASEAN, the Asia-

Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), and the World Trade Organisation (WTO), and a 

stakeholder in many bilateral and multilateral agreements internationally and regionally. This 

membership comes with obligations to carry out reforms and policy changes to comply with 

their rules. This serves as a catalyst for policy transfer. As one interviewee confirmed: 

“Vietnam has to integrate internationally. For example, in ASEAN, the main activity is to 

share and learn from each other’s experience” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). In 

addition, when participating in internationally-funded projects, pressures for policy transfer 

exist, as in most cases international donors try to impose their policy models on the 

recipients (Evans, 2009b). The Vietnamese leadership sees global integration as “an 

irreversible trend” and thus “public HRM policies have to be changed to suit the new context” 

(Author interview, 21 August 2019). These factors arguably provide a fruitful environment 

for policy transfer.       
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5.1.1.4. Public administration and civil service reform – master plans for policy transfer  

The CPV’s first resolution regarding public administration reform was issued at the 8th 

plenum of the 7th NPC in January 1995. The three main components of reform included 

institutional reform of the administration, organisational reform, and development of a 

contingent of administrative cadres and civil servants. A milestone was reached in 2001 

when the Vietnamese Prime Minister issued the PAR 2001-2010. This reform agenda aimed 

to develop “a democratic, clean, strong, professional, modernised, effective and efficient 

public administration system with the principle of a rule-of-law socialist state under the 

leadership of the communist party” and to build “a contingent of ethical and capable cadres 

and civil servants meeting the requirements of national building and development” (Prime 

Minister, 2001). PAR 2011-2020 was issued in 2011, focusing on institutional reform, 

enhancement of the quality of cadres and civil servants, payment reform, and improvement 

of the quality of administrative and public services. PAR 2021-2030 continues this reform 

focus. 

The above public administration reform agendas and the increasing attention to improving 

the quality and the efficiency of cadres and civil servants have necessitated merit-based 

policy reform. The Vietnamese leadership’s determination is to build a “professional, 

responsible, dynamic, transparent and efficient civil service” (Prime Minister, 2012). On the 

one hand, the implementation of these reform projects created a favourable environment for 

policy transfer because policymakers were motivated to look for reform lessons elsewhere. 

On the other hand, they were also the results of policy transfer, because these projects were 

supported by external experts and donors. Therefore, public administration and civil service 

reforms set imperatives and opportunities for merit-based policy transfer.    
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5.1.2. The international context 

The international context since the mid-1980s is acknowledged to be conducive to merit-

based policy transfer thanks to forces such as globalisation, the development of information 

and communication technology, and the proliferation of IOs and non-government actors 

(Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000; Evans, 2009b). The interactions between Vietnam and other 

countries have been increasing significantly in part due to the forces of globalisation. A 

report by the World Bank in 2020 confirms that “over the past three decades, Vietnam has 

evolved from being a fully closed economy to being one of the most open economies in the 

world”, and its ratio of trade to gross domestic product (GDP) exceeded 200 percent in 2018, 

among the highest of ASEAN countries (World Bank, 2020b, p. 16). Globalisation has 

changed the mindset of the Vietnamese leadership, particularly about the need to enhance 

the quality of public officials to make use of the advantages of globalisation. The CPV’s 

Resolution No.26-NQ/TW issued in 2018 requires that until 2030, up to 80% of cadres and 

civil servants in managing positions must have the capabilities and the skills to work in the 

international environment. Globalisation undoubtedly makes Vietnamese leaders see the 

importance of being able to communicate with and learn from the world. As one interviewee 

confirmed: “In global integration, we have to learn from advanced countries, otherwise we 

will lag behind” (Author interview, 4 September 2019). 

Along with globalisation, the development of information technology and the Internet has 

enabled policy ideas from overseas to be imported to Vietnam more often and more easily. 

As one interviewee confirmed, the desire and the need for learning from overseas have been 

facilitated by the development of information technology and the Internet as it is “easier and 

quicker to get information” (Author interview, 10 September 2019). It has also facilitated the 

policymaking process because it “provides a tool for policy comparison to find out the most 

suitable models” (Author interview, 10 September 2019) and “creates motivation for 
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reforming policies” (Author interview, 5 February 2020). At the same time, information 

technology and the Internet also increase the public’s exposure to policy information 

worldwide, which equips them with better policy knowledge to raise their voice about the 

need for similar efficient policies in Vietnam. This forces policymakers to be more 

knowledgeable and up-to-date about the development of relevant policies worldwide. One 

interviewee observed: “Previously, very limited information about policy was available. 

However, today policy information is handy. This creates pressure on policymakers” (Author 

interview, 4 February 2020).  

Importantly, Vietnam’s policy transfer has occurred within the global reform movement under 

the influence of NPM and meritocracy. NPM has been so influential that many countries, 

including Vietnam, have adopted it. As one interviewee observed: “With the spread of NPM 

and Good Governance, Vietnam is not out of these trends…” (Author interview, 3 January 

2019). Along with NPM, meritocracy has evolved into a global paradigm that goes alongside 

civil service reforms. As meritocracy is advocated by IOs such as UNDP and the World Bank 

as being associated with efficient governance and development, the desire and the pressure 

to comply with meritocratic norms have brought about a favourable context for merit-based 

policy transfer to occur. 

In short, merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam has occurred in a favourable national and 

international context. Domestically, radical economic reforms, institutional changes, the shift 

in foreign policies and international integration, and public administration reforms have 

created a unique background for policy transfer. Internationally, the acceleration of 

globalisation, the development of information technology, the spread of NPM, and the 

evolution of the global norms of meritocracy have presented both opportunities and 

pressures for policy transfer. Domestic and international context necessitated policy change 

and set a fertile environment for merit-based policy transfer as observed by an interviewee: 
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“Meritocracy is a long-term and continuous policy. However, the adoption of 

meritocracy started at the time of opening the door for economic development 

and international integration, shifting from a command economy to a market 

economy. This is to meet the demand of the new situation in which people 

are required to be more active and innovative for international integration” 

(Author interview, 2 January 2020).  

5.2. Critical junctures 

As the research period from “doi moi” to the present is characterised by political stability and 

national development, critical junctures referred to in this thesis do not relate to existential 

crises or threats to the existing system as they are theoretically defined. Instead, critical 

junctures assume different forms and are actually built into the system. They are reflected 

in urgent political priorities to overcome weaknesses, reduce risks, and enhance 

development. The research identifies two critical junctures, the national party congresses 

(NPCs) and the periodical policy reviewing events, which are politically and practically 

meaningful to the occurrence of policy transfer.  

At NPCs held every five years, the CPV issues resolutions and directives that can potentially 

structure the transfer process (what policy to look at and from where) and allow the 

government agencies (MOHA and DOHAs) to carry out policy transfer activities. There are 

two reasons why NPCs are significant for policy transfer. Firstly, major institutional reforms 

that reflect changing circumstances and policy issues made at these events lead to changes 

in the legal system. When there is a requirement for policy change, a new policymaking 

process is developed, including policy transfer activities. Regarding civil service reform, 

three NPCs can be seen as critical junctures for merit-based policy transfer. The 6th NPC 

in 1986 engineered “doi moi”, resulting in major changes in economic institution and foreign 

policy, opening the door for learning from both the East and the West. The 8th NPC in 1996 
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reviewed ten years of “doi moi” and decided that the country should move toward 

industrialisation and modernisation. To realise this goal, the CPV required a cadres 

development strategy for the new period, leading to the issuance of the “Cadres strategy in 

the national industrialisation and modernisation” in 1997 which was the foundation for 

significant policy reforms later on. The 12th NPC in 2016 reviewed 30 years of “doi moi” and 

decided on the first out of six key tasks of building a contingent of strategic cadres with good 

capacity, morality, and charisma to meet the requirement of the new context. This political 

direction resulted in the issuance of Resolution No.26 in 2018, requiring further reform in 

civil service recruitment, promotion assessment, and training.   

Secondly, NPCs are associated with changes in leadership, which creates a catalyst for new 

policy initiatives. In the Vietnamese political tradition, "New leaders, new policies" (Tân quan 

tân chính sách) is a common practice (Author interview, 6 January 2019). The newly elected 

leadership team tends to initiate new policies in order to “imprint” their term in power. This 

is called a "term-oriented mindset" (Tư duy nhiệm kỳ) (Author interview, 6 January 2019), 

which means that the new leaders aim to make policy changes or breakthroughs to serve 

their leadership term only. This has both positive and negative sides (which will be discussed 

in Section 6.3.2.1), but serves as a stimulus for important policy changes and policy transfer 

in Vietnam. As one interviewee confirmed: “Policy learning is contingent on the political will, 

depending on the targets of each leadership term” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). 

This tradition makes NPCs the time for policy change and thus critical to policy transfer. 

Another critical juncture for policy transfer is the periodical reviewing of policies. In Vietnam’s 

administration culture, policy reviews are conducted after five years or ten years of 

implementation. This is the time when policymakers revise what has been done, and 

whether policy goals are achieved or not. Based on these reviews, new policy 

recommendations are made, usually along with the reference to similar issues in other 
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countries or successful lessons elsewhere. There have been two main policy-reviewing 

events that are significant to merit-based policy transfer. The first one was in 2008 with the 

10-year review of the 1998 Ordinance on Cadres and Civil servants. This reviewing event 

identified the results as well as the shortcomings of the Ordinance and discussed major 

policy ideas for change such as position-based recruitment (Tran, 2008a; Tran, 2008b), 

leading to the issuance of the 2008 Law on Cadres and Civil servants. The second reviewing 

event was in 2018 which evaluated the execution of this 2008 Law as well as the 2010 Law 

on Public Employees. The review process included a series of seminars with the 

participation of domestic and international experts and consultants. As one interviewee 

elaborated: “Policy change is based on reviewing the reality and considering the current 

context and trend…, different stages require different criteria, leading to policy change and 

policy transfer” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). The abolishment of the life-long tenure 

for newly recruited public employees is the result of such a review process and policy 

transfer.  

Apart from these two critical junctures, merit-based policy transfer also happens when there 

are problems relating to cadre affairs. As one interviewee said:  

“The decision to change a policy is not always due to the change of the Party 

term, but sometimes after some arising problems or events. For example, at 

present, there are many high-ranking officials being disciplined, and thus there 

is a direction to review all relevant regulations and policy changes will be made” 

(Author interview, 29 August 2019).  

The occurrence of merit-based policy transfer is, therefore, contingent on domestic political 

events because they provide both political and practical imperatives for policy transfer and 

policy change.  
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5.3. Main actors and their roles in policy transfer 

Given the context and critical junctures for the development of policy transfer, the 

involvement of main actors in the process reflects these contextual imperatives. As an 

interviewee stated that “the whole political system” participates in the policy transfer process 

(Author interview, 3 September 2019), Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is thus 

characterised by the dominance of domestic political actors. The main actors include the 

CPV, the government (represented by MOHA and DOHAs), the National Assembly, the 

epistemic community, and international donors, of which the CPV and the government play 

decisive roles.     

5.3.1. The Communist Party of Vietnam – a decisive actor 

The CPV engages in policy transfer as the decisive actor, deciding primarily on what policy 

ideas to be transferred by issuing resolutions. For example, the CPV’s Resolution No. 26-

NQ/TW issued in 2018 directed the reform of civil service recruitment and presented the 

idea of building a unified national testing system. This opened ways for MOHA to carry out 

policy transfer activities, resulting in a policy proposal announced in June 2020. There is 

evidence that the CPV, through the work of COC, has conducted many policy-learning 

activities, particularly through training programmes, seminars with the participation of 

international experts, and overseas study tours. From these activities, policy ideas are 

adopted and put on the political agenda with resolutions. Significantly, the CPV decides on 

the desired outcomes of policy transfer. When a new policy draft is finalised, it must be 

submitted to the Party committees of the drafting body for comments and approval. For 

example, based on the CPV’s resolution, MOHA carries out policy transfer activities, makes 

policy drafts, and sends them to the Party committee of the ministry for approval before 

issuance or sending to the National Assembly for appraisal (Author interview, 3 January 

2020). The CPV plays such a dominant role because “different from other areas where the 
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Party only issues resolutions and promulgates them, cadre affairs is completely in the hand 

of the Party” (Author interview, 5 January 2020).  

Notably, the CPV’s decisive role in merit-based policy transfer has two distinctive features. 

Firstly, they act as a collective decision-maker, not as individual political actors. Based on 

the principles of collective leadership, decisions based on the majority of votes, and direction 

made in the form of resolutions, any policy idea that is pronounced is seen as the will of the 

Party as a whole, rather than of an individual leader. Secondly, the CPV does not influence 

the transfer process itself in technical detail (except for the policy transfer activities 

conducted by the Party agencies such as COC). Instead, they decide the desired goals of 

the transfer process at the beginning of the process and make final decisions on policy 

adoption to ensure the consistency of policy goals and policy outcomes.  

5.3.2. The government with MOHA and DOHAs – key actors 

Once the Party’s resolutions are issued, MOHA and DOHAs are responsible for making 

policy proposals and regulations at the central and local levels respectively. Consequently, 

they decide how the policy transfer process happens and what activities and strategies need 

to be conducted. They develop plans for Vietnamese delegations to travel overseas and 

invite experts to come to Vietnam to organise transfer activities. In foreign-funded projects, 

they act as project partners, from the project proposal stage to implementation and 

assessment. With such authority, they decide on what lessons from which countries or 

sources are the most suitable to adopt and what information to be included in the policy 

proposals. When their proposed policies are approved and issued, they are responsible for 

implementation and supervision.  

While MOHA and DOHAs work as “designers” of the process, they are seen more as 

advisors and executors, rather than the decision-makers. To conduct policy transfer, they 
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must decide what policy issues or ideas to proceed with based on the Party’s guidelines. 

While they oversee all transferring activities, they must seek the Party’s approval before 

policy adoption and implementation. As one interviewee elaborated: “MOHA is the main 

advisor for the government in policy learning and policy change. However, all is done based 

on the Party’s resolutions” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). As many of the MOHA and 

DOHA leaders are members of the Party committees, they assume the roles of both 

decision-making and policy transfer conducting simultaneously. For example, in Danang 

City, the director of DOHA is the vice-director of MOC and his roles include advising the 

need for policy transfer to MOC, directing what to be transferred on behalf of MOC, and 

managing the policy transfer process at DOHA.      

5.3.3. The National Assembly – a normative actor 

While the National Assembly is the highest and the only body that has supreme authority to 

pass laws, it is widely acknowledged that the National Assembly has a “weak” role or even 

“no role” in policy transfer (Author interviews, January 2019 – January 2020). This is 

attributed to the belief that the job of the National Assembly is to formalise and legalise a 

policy that has been decided by the Party. This might be true before the 1990s when policy 

approval at the National Assembly was just a formality. However, recent developments in 

the law-making process show that the National Assembly is playing an increasingly 

substantial role in policy formulation. Since the late 1990s, the National Assembly meetings 

have included policy debates, many of which are broadcasted live to public audiences. An 

example of its increasing role in policy change is shown in debates regarding the 

amendment of the Law on Cadres and Civil servants in 2019, in which the parliament 

members brought forth ideas about the overseas experience and transforming Vietnam’s 

laws to follow the world’s civil service reform trends (Hoang & Viet, 2019). This shows that 

the National Assembly is becoming an active actor in policy transfer.   
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Interviews with participants from the Department of Law of the National Assembly reveal 

how its policy approval and transfer process take place. One interviewee described:  

“There are consultations of foreign policies during the policymaking and 

approval process. The government studies international experience when 

drafting the policy, considering all national and international factors such as 

political, economic, social, and gender issues. When the draft is sent to the 

National Assembly, we continue to examine the national context and 

compare it with the international context, asking the questions of why or why 

not learn a particular policy. The National Assembly also consults experts’ 

opinions and conducts overseas study tours” (Author interview, 2 January 

2020). 

The increasing involvement of the National Assembly in policy transfer is attributed to the 

fact that “the national law must be compatible with international law”, therefore “any policy 

recommendations must consult the opinions of the Law Department to ensure its 

compatibility” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). As such, policy transfer at the National 

Assembly happens to ensure relevant items of international laws are embedded in the new 

law proposal, or at least the proposed law is not at odds with the internationally common 

practices. They, therefore, act as the “normative approver” of policy transfer.    

5.3.4. Epistemic community – advising/advocating actors  

The epistemic community involved in policy transfer can be Party/state or independent 

agencies. ISOS publishes many studies regarding the experience of different countries and 

proposed policy recommendations to MOHA and the government (Nguyen, 2015a; Pham, 

2015; Tran, 2019; Tran, 2015). Some other knowledge-based networks that publish studies 

about the international experience in the merit-based policy include the Journal of Home 
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Affairs Sciences (of the University of Home Affairs), the State Management Review (of the 

National Administration Academy), and the State Organisation Magazine (of MOHA). 

Researchers from educational institutions such as the Ho Chi Minh Political Academy also 

play a role in disseminating updated merit-based policy information on their websites. In 

some cases, individual scientists and researchers are invited to participate in the 

policymaking process, such as seminars on law amendments and policy proposal 

discussions where they can introduce international lessons for policy discussion (Tuan & 

Trang, 2018). At the macro level, the Vietnamese Prime Minister has his own economic 

advisory group with 16 members, many of whom have academic backgrounds in public 

policy, such as Doctor Nguyen Thanh Tu Anh and Mr. Nguyen Xuan Thanh from Fulbright 

School of Public Policy and Management, Ass. Prof. Nguyen Ngoc Anh from Indiana 

University Bloomington (USA), or Ass. Prof. Vu Minh Khuong from Lee Kwan Yew School 

of Public Policy (National University Singapore).  

As policy advisors, they provide policymakers with updated information about what other 

countries do in terms of promoting meritocracy, and how. This “influences the thinking of 

policymakers, although not to the extent of influencing policy transfer decisions” (Author 

interview, 3 January 2020). They may influence the policy transfer process in the way they 

interpret the collected policy information based on their understanding and motivations. For 

example, they may focus more on the positive potential of a policy rather than the negative 

one, and this may influence how the policymakers use the information for policymaking 

(Author interview, 3 January 2020). They also provide the public with policy information 

worldwide, which increases the expectation of the public about the need for policy reform 

and puts more pressure on the policymakers for policy transfer. However, in practice, their 

role is limited. They have no power in policymaking and their involvement in the 

policymaking process is contingent on the will of the leaders. Thus, there is an opinion that 
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“research organisations have no role in policy transfer” (Author interview, 3 January 2019), 

however, they do have an advising and advocating role as policy information feeders. 

5.3.5. International organisations – promoting actors 

The presence of IOs in merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam is inevitable as Vietnam is 

among the developing countries that benefit from international funding for public 

administration reform. The involvement of UNDP, ADB, and JICA as analysed in Chapter 4 

shows that they are among the main stakeholders in the process. Apart from financial 

support, they have taken part in policy transfer through multiple channels: disseminating 

new policy concepts, ideas, and models through their funded project documents or at 

project-related meetings, training government officials, working as international consultants, 

and recruiting project managers and consultants who realise their funded-project goals. One 

interviewee asserted: “I participated in internationally funded projects, such as by UNDP, 

where I learned a lot from international experts” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). This is 

a reflection of how IOs play their role in policy transfer.  

Nevertheless, their influence over policy transfer outcomes is not significant, as they play an 

important role only at the beginning, but not in the final stages. For a funded project to be 

implemented, a project proposal is developed with the agreement and approval of both 

sides, the Vietnamese government and the sponsors. It is because “[we] have to comply 

with their [sponsors’] goals so that we can receive the funding. These goals must be agreed 

upon by both sides” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). However, in the end, policy changes 

“must comply with the Party’s guidelines” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). Therefore, IOs 

do not play a decisive role due to their lack of policymaking power. 

As summarised in Table 5.1, there are five main actors in the merit-based policy transfer 

process, and the relations and interactions among these actors are determined by political 
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power. The CPV plays a decisive role in the occurrence and outcomes of policy transfer. 

The government (MOHA and DOHAs) plays a key role in designing the transfer process and 

implementing transferred policies. The National Assembly is the normative approver of the 

transferred policy. The epistemic community acts as an information provider for 

policymakers. Finally, IOs provide financial and technical assistance but have no power to 

decide policy outcomes. While the relationship between the CPV, the National Assembly, 

and the government are directive under the leadership of the CPV, the relationship between 

them and IOs is cooperative. This configuration allows the existence and resilience of policy 

transfer in the authoritarian context. 

Table 5.1. Main actors in merit-based policy transfer 

Main actors Roles Authority 
The Communist Party 

Central/local organisation 
committees 

- Decide what policy ideas to be 
transferred and adopted 
- Conduct policy transfer at the policy 
idea level 

- Decisive 
 

 
Ministry of Home Affairs 

Departments of Home 
Affairs 

 
- Decide how the policy transfer process 
happens  
- Decide how to use the collected 
information for policy formulation 
- Decide how the transferred policies are 
implemented 

 
- Designing 
- Advising  
- Executing  

 
The National Assembly 

 
- Approve transferred policies (laws) 
- Conduct policy transfer to get evidence 
for law approval 

 
- Normative 
 

 
Epistemic community 

 
- Provide research evidence for policy 
proposals 
- Provide evidence-based information for 
policymakers and the public 

 
- Advocating 
- Advisory 

 
International organisations 

 
- Provide technical assistance and 
funding 
- Export policy ideas/models 
 

 
- Promoting 
- Influential but 
not decisive  

 

5.4. Actors’ motivations – the interactions of domestic and international appeals  

Given the fact that Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is characterised by the dominance 

of domestic actors, their motivations for promoting policy transfer are critical to the process.    
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5.4.1. Domestic actors’ motivations 

5.4.1.1. Motivation to overcome limitations and weaknesses  

The adoption of the merit-based policy is acknowledged primarily to deal with the limitations 

and weaknesses of the centrally-planned public HRM system. The Vietnamese leadership 

is aware that while this system worked well in wartime, it constrained the development of 

the civil service quality and capacity in the context of moving towards a market economy 

(Tran, 2008a). In practice, many limitations of this old system were detected and requested 

to change (Department of Civil servants and Public employees, 2014). For example, 

graduates were allocated a place in public agencies without any competition; recruitment 

was based on curriculum vitae screening only; and promotion and payment were mainly 

based on seniority. When shifting to a market economy, these limitations resulted in the 

weaknesses of public officials, leading simultaneously to “the redundancy of those who 

cannot do the job and shortage of those who can do the job” (Nguyen, 2018a, p. 33). 

Although some merit-based practices were adopted in the early phase of reform such as 

competitive recruitment, shortcomings persisted and this required continuous reform. As one 

interviewee commented:  

 “… despite examinations, not all the time and not in all cases, highly qualified 

(both professionally and morally) candidates were selected. This led to “brain 

drain” and reduced significantly the quality of the civil service. Therefore, over 

time, the CPV and the Vietnamese government have paid greater attention 

to reforming the civil service, concentrating on changes towards better 

practical results, equality, and transparency. The aim is to recruit talents, not 

to recruit relatives…” (Author interview, 6 January 2019).  
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The Vietnamese leadership’s dissatisfaction with the status quo was also expressed in many 

of the CPV’s resolutions and documents. The 8th NPC in 1996 indicated many weaknesses 

in recruitment, selection, and succession planning and outlined a number of reforms in the 

recruitment of talents and performance-based appraisal (Central Party Committee, 1996). 

However, ten years later, at the 10th NPC in 2006, the CPV admitted that many weaknesses 

had not been addressed. The 7th plenum of the 11th NPC in 2013 continued to indicate 

weaknesses, including a lack of competition in recruitment and promotion, a lack of a talent 

attraction policy, and a seniority-based salary policy. (Central Party Committee, 2013).  

According to the CPV, there are many issues relating to the leadership of a single ruling 

party, in which the management of a rule-based socialist state and the scientific background 

for building human resources for such a political system is new and complicated, thus the 

Party and the government must rule and learn at the same time (Central Party Committee, 

2013). This reveals the fact that the Vietnamese leadership is aware of the lack of 

experience in public HRM and the need to learn from external experience. Discussing the 

reasons why Vietnam has to learn from overseas, an interviewee expressed:  

“Simply it is because compared to many other countries, Vietnam does not 

have much experience in public HRM as required for state governance in a 

modern world. At the same time, Vietnam is under the pressure of the old 

social management ideology, particularly with the outdated HRM approach 

of the thousand-year-old monarchy model and the centrally-planned model 

in the wartime” (Author interview, 6 January 2019).  

Nevertheless, what motivated policy transfer in Vietnam was not the desire to replace the 

existing system, but the need to remove irrelevant components and to immediately respond 

to the problems that can cause harm to the leadership’s capability and reputation. As one 

interviewee asserted:  
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“In reality, during the period from the national unification in 1975 to “doi moi” 

in 1986, Vietnam also learned HRM models from the Soviet Union and China. 

However, these models are appropriate only in the age of a post-war 

command economy. Therefore, the challenge for Vietnam is that it has to 

gradually get rid of the unsuitable elements of the Soviet Union and China’s 

models and to adopt new public HRM models from some Western countries 

and from China in the post-Mao era” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). 

In short, the promotion of merit-based policy transfer is motivated by the leadership’s 

awareness of the limitations of the old system and dissatisfaction with persistent 

weaknesses relating to the low quality of public officials. As one interviewee confirmed, the 

above challenges “force us to change our public HRM policies and to adopt the merit-based 

policy in order to overcome the weaknesses” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). The desire 

to remedy the limitations and solve persistent problems due to the lack of merit-based 

policies has motivated the Vietnamese leadership to initiate reform and look for lessons from 

other countries.  

5.4.1.2. Development motivation 

The 8th NPC in June 1996 decided to launch a new stage of national industrialisation and 

modernisation and at the same time required more attention to cadre affairs and the 

issuance of a cadres development strategy. This shows that the motivation for reforms of 

public HRM was geared toward the new development agenda. Twenty years later, at the 

12th NPC in 2016, the CPV recognised that “the weaknesses in public HRM is a barrier to 

development” and urged to have policies to overcome these weaknesses and attract talents 

to the public sector (Central Propaganda and Training Commission, 2015, pp. 194-195). Its 

recent resolution announces the aim of building a virtuous and capable contingent of cadres 

who “are able to lead the country… to become a modern industrialised country in 2045 with 
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a socialist orientation…” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 57). As one interviewee 

confirmed, the aim of merit-based policy adoption is to deal with the existing problems and 

to build a contingent of civil servants who are capable and virtuous to serve the people and 

develop the country in the new context (Author interview, 13 September 2019). The 

motivation for development when promoting merit-based policy transfer is reflected in five 

dimensions: reform of the administration, increasing competitiveness of the public sector, 

national and local development goals, the fear of lagging behind, and the desire for effective 

global integration. 

Firstly, learning from successful merit-based policy models has been driven by the aim of 

transforming the administration in a new context. The Vietnamese leadership is aware that 

state administration is greatly influenced by political and socio-economic factors, and thus 

the changes from a command economy to a market economy lead to the need to reform the 

administration, including the civil service. This change aims “to develop an administration 

that serves the people rather than an administration that manages the people” (Author 

interview, 13 September 2019). To realise this goal, “learning and adopting experience and 

achievements of the world’s advanced civil service” is a must in order to “possess a 

contingent of good cadres, being both moral and talented, and develop qualified leaders and 

administrators” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). Merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam 

is, therefore, motivated by the need “to reform the lagging public administration” to adapt to 

the socialist-oriented market economy (Author interview, 6 September 2019).  

Secondly, when the market economic mechanism was enacted, the public sector had to 

struggle to attract and retain talents who tend to find the private sector a better place for 

them to utilise their professional capacity and earn higher incomes. The shift from a 

command economy to a market economy has made the private sector much more dynamic 

and their demand for high-quality human resources has increased significantly. In this 
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context, many talented persons quit the public sector, leading to domestic “brain drain” 

(Author interview, 10 September 2019). This has forced the public sector to have better 

merit-based policies to attract talents. At the 8th NPC in 1996, the CPV requested 

reasonable salary and remuneration policies to “prevent brain drain to the private sector” 

(Central Party Committee, 1996, p. 147). However, apart from the effort to reform salary 

policy, the concern for increasing competitiveness at the central level through merit-based 

policies was less clear than at the local level. One interviewee stated: “The changes of public 

HRM policy at the central level do not clearly show the aim to increase the competitiveness 

of the public sector. However, in some localities, like Danang, Binh Duong, Quang Ninh, and 

Ho Chi Minh City, the local leaders have a vision for a public HRM policy that can help to 

increase the competitiveness of the localities…” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). 

Arguably, the motivation to increase the competitiveness of the public sector is an 

explanation for merit-based policy transfer. 

Thirdly, at the macro level, the motivation for national development and global integration is 

explicitly presented as the most important force for reform and policy transfer. The CPV’s 

“Cadres development strategy in industrialisation and modernisation period” issued in 1997 

aims at building a contingent of cadres that is politically and professionally competent to 

“realise the mission of promoting industrialisation and modernisation, sustaining 

independence and sovereignty, and developing towards socialism” (Central Party 

Committee, 1997). This shows that meritocratic policy reform aims to improve the Party’s 

personnel apparatus to realise its development orientation. At the local level, the examples 

of Ho Chi Minh and Danang City (as explained throughout this research) demonstrate that 

the motivation of the local leaders is to achieve outstanding development progress. Smaller 

provinces such as Quangnam Province are not an exception, as one interviewee confirmed 

that policy learning “aims to improve the capacity of the civil service for the local socio-
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economic development” (Author interview, 19 December 2019). Arguably, the desire to gear 

up development is significant because the Vietnamese leadership is “clearly aware of the 

importance of the improvement of the public human resources to socio-economic 

development and state governance” (Author interview, 23 August 2019).  

Fourthly, the motivation for development comes with the fear of being left behind. At the 7th 

NPC in 1994, the CPV identified four major dangers to the destiny of the Party, including 1) 

economically lagging behind other countries, 2) deviation from a socialist orientation, 3) 

corruption and bureaucracy, and 4) “peaceful evolution”. The first danger shows that the 

greatest concern of the Vietnamese leadership was the possibility of falling behind other 

countries if no stronger reform measures were enacted. One interviewee insisted: “Vietnam 

has to learn from more advanced countries, otherwise we will lag behind” (Author interview, 

23 August 2019). The fear of lagging behind is combined with the fear of losing face. As one 

interviewee said, "The pressure of being ranked internationally has urged Vietnam to learn 

from successful models to improve its performance" and to “save face” (Author interview, 3 

January 2020). These fears strongly motivated the Vietnamese leadership to look for 

successful lessons with the perception that Vietnam “wants to change and to keep up with 

other countries” (Author interview, 4 February 2019). This explains why Vietnam focuses on 

learning from developed countries where a merit-based civil service has proved to be an 

important contributor to development. 

Finally, the motivation to integrate globally and become an active member of the 

international community also propels the Vietnamese leadership to engage in policy transfer. 

They acknowledged that: “Previously, we did not learn from outside and did on our own. 

However, when Vietnam opens its door for global integration, we have to integrate into the 

international law arena. Otherwise, we will be excluded from the playground” (Author 

interview, 2 January 2020). In regional cooperation, in October 2018, the Vietnamese Prime 
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Minister issued a project to implement the “ASEAN Declaration on the role of the civil service 

as a catalyst for achieving the ASEAN Community Vision 2025”. The objectives of this 

project include cooperation and experience sharing in civil service reform with other ASEAN 

countries and adopting effective civil service management principles from ASEAN countries. 

Hence, global integration serves as both the force and the motivation for policy transfer in 

Vietnam.  

5.4.1.3. Political motivation 

Although the need to overcome weaknesses and the desire for development are explicitly 

presented as the main motivations for policy transfer, the trajectory of Vietnam’s policy 

transfer shows the overarching political motivation that dominates the process. Merit-based 

policy transfer and reforms firstly aim to realise the CPV’s directives and political agenda. 

As an interviewee observed, policy transfer and policy change are “due to the need to 

institutionalise the Party resolutions” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). In many cases, 

merit-based policy transfer is carried out to legitimise political decisions that were already 

made, such as MOHA’s proposal for the development of a centralised entry testing system 

to realise the CPV’s resolution. The policy transfer activities carried out by MOHA aim to 

detail and legalise the Party’s policy orientation for implementation. 

Secondly, the pressure to develop evidence-based policy by the political party is a factor 

leading to policy transfer. As the role of the CPV in cadre affairs is defined as both a “leader” 

and a “manager”, the pressure to lead the development of merit-based policies in the civil 

service is evident for the Party, particularly in the context that the information about 

successful policies in other countries is available for public access. This is the reason why 

there have been a number of directive documents from the Party and the government 

regarding learning from overseas experiences. In 2009, the CPV issued a directive urging 

cooperation with foreign countries in administrative and legal reforms (Directive No. 39/CT-



 
163 

 

TW dated 9/12/2009). The directive included the principles of learning and using 

international policy experience, and the strategies to select the content, partners, and 

methods of learning and cooperation. In 2019, with the aim of promoting administrative 

reform toward an efficient government, the Prime Minister issued a document requiring 

MOHA to study international experience to propose a new government organisational 

structure to suit the new context (Government Office, 2019, p. 4). This shows that the 

pressure of evidence-based policymaking on policymakers who must secure support from 

the public has promoted policy transfer over time.  

Thirdly, the desire to enhance the reputation and the legitimacy of the regime motivates 

policy transfer. Although this motivation is not always explicitly expressed, it is agreed that 

“as CPV is a ruling party who leads the country through its party cells and party-member 

administrative managers, they have to pay more attention to cadre affairs to maintain and 

enhance its confidence and prestige” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). As one interviewee 

said, the new competitive promotion examination policy was introduced to “… respond to 

the past weaknesses. When they [leaders] selected wrong persons with the old method, 

they experienced a negative reaction [by the public]. Therefore, they have to find a new way 

of doing to improve their reputation” (Author interview, 31 December 2019). The CPV’s 

continuing effort aims to ensure the confidence and the support of the public through the 

performance of the government on the principle that “The Party leads and the Government 

manages” (MOHA, 2019). Being the sole ruling party, the CPV tries to maintain its 

achievements in the past and strengthen its leadership at present and in the future. 

Most importantly, the ultimate motivation for merit-based policy reform is the concern for the 

destiny of the Party. Reviewing 10 years after “doi moi”, the CPV reaffirmed that the most 

important factor that determines the destiny of the Party is cadre affairs (Central Party 

Committee, 1997). The risk of employing politically and professionally incompetent cadres 
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has been highlighted as it can “erode the trust of cadres, Party members and the public in 

the Party and the regime” (Central Party Office, 2015, p. 41). This shows that the Party sees 

the risk of not having a proper merit-based policy system in place for the well-being of the 

Party. More seriously, corruption in the civil service accelerates and harms the Party’s 

destiny. At the 7th plenum of the 12th NPC in 2018, Party Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong 

acknowledged that corruption in succession planning and appointment remains a serious 

problem, which is due to the weaknesses of the cadre affairs management system. 

Violations include recruitments and promotions of unqualified persons and family members 

(Central Party Committee, 2018a). Statistics in 2017 show that 9 localities promoted 58 

“relatives” or “family members” illegally (Hoang, 2017). In 2019, 131 cases of illegal 

promotions and 176 cases of illegal recruitments were identified (An, 2019). The CPV is 

aware that corruption in cadre affairs can “damage the image and reputation of the Party, 

erode the trust, confidence, and support of the public in the Party’s leadership, and put the 

existence of the ruling party and the regime in danger” (Van, 2019).  

This is why the CPV is increasingly concerned about building a contingent of cadres, 

especially cadres at strategic levels, with virtue, competence, charisma, and capability 

(Central Party Committee, 2018a). The final goal is to build a contingent of cadres who are 

loyal to the Party and capable of realising the Party's agenda to maintain the regime's 

stability and to make the Party stronger. As one interviewee clarified: "Cadre affairs are the 

key task of key tasks. Therefore, policy transfer is used not only to improve the image but 

also to ensure the destiny of the state and the Party" (Author interview, 5 February 2020). 

In summary, as shown in Figure 5.1, while the motivations to overcome the weaknesses 

and shortcomings of the old system and to speed up development are primarily stated as 

the main drivers of merit-based policy transfer, the underlying but encompassing rationale 

is regarding the political dimension. The Vietnamese leadership is aware that limitations in 
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the quality of the public officials are relevant to under-development, which is a threat to the 

stability and the ruling of the Party. As one interviewee confirmed, “what the Party and the 

government are trying to improve is the public HRM policy, to make sure that public HRM 

policy meets the aim of the Party’s empowerment and state administration... In short, cadre 

affairs are “the matter of the well-being” of the Party” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). 

Political motivation is arguably encompassing and decisive in merit-based policy transfer in 

Vietnam. 

     

5.4.2. International actors’ motivations 

As mentioned earlier, international actors, including but not limited to UNDP, ADB, and JICA, 

play an important role in Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer. Their motivation is primarily 

to facilitate the spread and adoption of “best practices”. Practicing meritocracy is seen as a 

key to capacity building and efficient governance, thus it is believed to generate better 

development outcomes. In most of the funded projects to Vietnam, the goals of capacity 

building and public administration reform are clearly stated by the IOs. In addition, as 
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building a merit-based civil service has been used as a tool for anti-corruption in many 

countries, the motivation for IOs to engage in merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam also 

involves this aim. UNDP, for example, indicated that building a merit-based civil service is 

among the important measures for anti-corruption in Vietnam (UNDP, 2009). Similarly, 

ADB’s work also focuses on the relevance of merit-based policies and the level of corruption 

in Vietnam. They confirm that the strengthening of meritocracy in Vietnam’s civil service 

would be one of the strategies on Vietnam’s agenda against nepotism and corruption (World 

Bank and Vietnam Government Inspectorate, 2013). 

IOs also have their own policy agendas that need to be fulfilled. Their strategies involve 

using funding as a condition to either encourage or force as many targeted countries as 

possible to implement their agenda. The UNDP’s Public Administration Reform is an agenda 

that focusses on civil service reform, improving the policymaking system and restructuring 

the government machinery. To ensure the implementation of this agenda, they need a strong 

commitment and productive response from the leadership of the recipient countries as a 

condition for further funding. For example, in their Mid-term Review of the Public 

Administration Reform Project for Vietnam issued in 2011, UNDP “calls for the timely holding 

of the proposed final national workshop on future directions for the next PAR period, to be 

chaired by the Prime Minister” (Public Administration International, 2011). They insisted on 

the involvement of the highest leadership (the Prime Minister) to guarantee the achievement 

of their agenda.      

More importantly, while developing countries like Vietnam engage in funded projects and 

accept policy transfer to secure loans and funding, the IOs’ involvement may aim at bigger 

issues of international concern such as human rights, democracy, and transparency of 

governance. Many of the UNDP-funded projects call for the Vietnamese government to pay 

attention to democracy and transparency in the policymaking and policy implementation 
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process, particularly transparency, openness, and accountability in the operations of the civil 

service (Poon et al., 2009). In the Mid-term Review of the Public Administration Reform 

Project, UNDP experts called for the “need to pay attention to democratic governance 

aspects…” (Public Administration International, 2011, pp. ii-iii). IOs seek to effect change in 

this authoritarian country “in the hopes that supporting economic reforms would eventually 

yield political change in favour of democratic institutions” (Benedikter, 2016, p. 11). 

However, this goal is not easily achieved in the authoritarian context of Vietnam as the 

Vietnamese leadership is aware of the boundaries of policy transfer, as noted by an 

interviewee: “A notice is that Vietnam wants to learn from overseas but does not want 

interference from external forces” (Author interview, 7 January 2020). This shows that the 

IOs’ motivation to make institutional changes in the adopting country can face challenges in 

terms of sovereignty concerns.  

Apart from IOs, individual sponsors such as China or Japan are also active actors in merit-

based policy transfer in Vietnam. Their involvement in the process is primarily to enhance 

their influence in the region. One interviewee who participated in a study tour to China 

expressed his surprise with China’s preparedness and pro-activeness in providing training 

courses for Vietnamese leaders. According to him, “some countries want to marketise their 

policy such as China. They have well-organised training courses. They establish an agency 

that is responsible only for organising training courses for overseas delegations” (Author 

interview, 5 February 2020). Similarly, Japan, mainly through JICA, is also keen on exporting 

their civil service management models to Vietnam. In an interview with the Voice of Vietnam, 

Mr. Shimizu Akira, Chief Representative of the JICA Office in Vietnam, stated that:  

“… Japan has a development model that is different from the Western one. It 

is an “Asian style” development model and can be accepted by the countries 

in the region. Therefore, through our funded projects, we wish to share our 
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lessons and an “Asian style” development model with Vietnam so that we can 

advance toward a more prosperous future” (Huyen, 2020).  

He also emphasised that the final goal of Japan’s funded projects is to “build a trustful 

relationship between the two countries” (Huyen, 2020). Arguably, the sponsors’ motivation 

to assert influence in the region has promoted merit-based policy transfer activities in 

Vietnam, particularly through funded projects and training courses.   

5.5. Chapter summary 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has occurred in the unique domestic context that 

necessitates policy reform and policy transfer, and the global context that is productive to 

the spread of civil service reform “best practices”. The multi-level analysis approach shows 

that the combination of international and domestic contextual factors has formed a fertile 

background for policy transfer. At the national level, the institutional transformation required 

the development of qualified human resources for the public sector and the change of the 

civil service legal system. At the international level, globalisation, the advancement of 

information technology, and the proliferation of NPM have forced and facilitated changes 

and reforms in the nation-state. The transmission of merit-based policy ideas is increasingly 

possible thanks to not only the international context but also the receptivity of the country in 

transition.  

Given the advantages of contextual factors for merit-based policy transfer, the research 

undertaken here illuminates the dynamics of authoritarian bureaucracies in policy transfer. 

The occurrence of policy transfer is associated with two critical junctures - the NPCs and 

policy reviewing events. These two critical junctures reflect the power of the leadership term 

and their motivations in shaping the discourse and selecting the options available. Although 

policy implications at NPCs are viewed as “secondary” after “patronage” implications 
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(Gainsborough, 2007), it is undeniable that political reports with directives are fundamental 

for new policy issuance, and thus policy transfer. Periodical policy reviews are also critical 

to policy transfer because this is when policymakers seek policy lessons to solve the existing 

policy problems. 

Importantly, this structural context determines the key agents of policy transfer. Key agents’ 

roles exist in a hierarchy of power control. The CPV has a decisive role in navigating and 

approving which policy ideas to adopt. The government, represented by MOHA and DOHAs, 

has the authority to identify where to learn from and how the adopted policy is implemented. 

The National Assembly has a formal role in examining and approving the transferred policy, 

only at the law-making level. The epistemic community acts as an information provider and 

only has an advocating role. IOs and individual sponsors work as both financial providers 

and professional consultants and have cooperative relationships with other actors. The 

interactions of key actors are mainly power-based (Dolowitz, 2020), in which political actors 

assume the decisive role and thus manipulate the process. This interrelation between the 

structural context and actors forms a dialectical relationship between structure and agency, 

in which structural processes and the context influence the intentions and motivations of the 

actors involved, and in turn the actors’ motivations aim to strengthen the structure to realise 

their goals.  

As Vietnam’s institutional transformation was initiated and led by the CPV within a political, 

legislative, and administrative system that is under their complete control, political actors are 

aware of the challenge of making their transformation project a success and maintaining the 

stability of the Party at the same time. Policy transfer originates from the Vietnamese 

leadership’s awareness of the domestic problems (the weaknesses of the old system), 

external pressures (the need for development and avoidance of being left behind), and 

above all the concern for the well-being and destiny of the ruling party. Policy transfer has 
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been recognised as a means that governments worldwide use more often to increase 

performance (Carroll & Common, 2013). Merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam is no 

exception. While this motivation is prevalent and explicitly articulated, political motivations 

are more consequential. The use of policy transfer as a means to legitimise a political 

agenda is not specific to Vietnam, as other studies have shown (Bennett & Krebs, 1991; 

Robertson, 1991). However, what makes the Vietnamese case distinctive is that the concern 

for legitimacy is closely related to the need to enhance actual performance and to ensure 

the firm standing of the Party. In this regime, it is believed that the damage to legitimacy 

includes a “public loss of faith in the competency” of the country leaders, which typically 

relates to economic performance (Khng, 1993, p. 99). Indeed, political motivations are 

decisive and closely related to reform and developmental motivations.   

The existing literature shows that developing countries engage in policy transfer “to engineer 

effective national development or reconstruction planning and programming” and  “to secure 

grants, loans or forms of inward investment” (Evans, 2017b, p. 3). In both cases, it is 

assumed that policy transfer is motivated and promoted primarily by self-interest (Dolowitz 

& Marsh, 1996). This research suggests that domestic actors in Vietnam’s merit-based 

policy transfer are mainly driven by motivations to sustain political stronghold, deal with 

management weaknesses, and foster development. For international actors, their 

involvement in merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam is geared by multiple motivations. 

They attempt to realise their own agenda by encouraging the adoption of what is seen as 

common “best practices” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). They seek to affect institutional changes 

in the authoritarian mechanism, aiming to increase their influence in the region (Evans & 

Davies, 1999). Arguably, the examination of the actors’ motivations is vital to understanding 

the nature of the policy transfer process as the actors’ motivations can influence the choice 

of one location for information but not others, the strategies they use to conduct the policy 
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transfer, the application of policy knowledge and consequently the outcomes of policy 

transfer (Dolowitz, 2017; Dolowitz & Marsh, 2012; Unalan, 2009). All of these will be 

analysed in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 6. How has merit-based policy transfer happened? 

Given that the occurrence of merit-based policy transfer depends largely on the key actors’ 

motivations, the question thus is how the transfer process takes place. This chapter will 

address this by answering three questions: 1) Is merit-based policy transfer voluntary or 

coercive?, 2) What are the degrees of policy transfer?, and 3) What facilitates or restricts 

policy transfer?. The chapter will analyse the steps and procedures of the transfer process 

at different levels of policymaking, the mechanisms used in policy transfer, and multiple 

influencing factors, in order to answer the questions. In the context of authoritarian Vietnam, 

apart from the inherent historical, political, cultural, and socio-economic factors, leadership 

and international relations strategy are crucial to policy transfer, which will be discussed to 

highlight the distinctiveness of policy transfer in this setting. This chapter also emphasises 

the significance of path dependency, and institutional, political, and normative fit in policy 

transfer.    

6.1. Voluntary policy transfer with an overlapping and collective process 

6.1.1. Policy transfer at different levels of policymaking 

To examine the steps of policy transfer, it is necessary to identify at which stage of the 

policymaking process that policy transfer occurs. In Vietnam, policymaking can be divided 

into two categories: making laws and ordinances (hereinafter referred to as laws), and 

making regulations, plans, and strategies (hereinafter referred to as regulations) (National 

Assembly, 2015). For making laws, the drafting agencies (mainly ministries) submit the law 

proposals to the government for approval. The government then submits the law proposals 

to the National Assembly for appraisal and legislation. When making regulations, the drafting 

agencies (ministries or departments of the ministries) submit the policy proposals to the 

government (or Prime Minister) and ministers respectively for approval and issuance. The 
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core principle in policymaking is that law and policy proposals must be based on the CPV’s 

guidelines and policies. Accordingly, merit-based policy transfer is found to happen at three 

different stages of the policymaking process: 1) the development of the Party’s guidelines 

and policies, 2) the drafting of laws and policy proposals, and the issuance of regulations by 

the government agencies (MOHA and its departments), and 3) the approval of the National 

Assembly (for laws). As shown in Figure 6.1, for a policy to be adopted, there are three 

policy transfer rounds conducted by three different policymaking bodies (for laws) or two 

policy transfer rounds carried out by two different policymaking bodies (for regulations) 

throughout the policymaking process.  

 

6.1.1.1. At the Party level 

As the initiator of policy transfer, the CPV is the body that starts the policy transfer process. 

This is done firstly by recognising and identifying policy problems. The most recent example 

is the CPV’s Resolution No.26 issued at the 7th plenum of the 12th NPC in 2018. In this 

resolution, the CPV indicated that “recruitment and rank promotions of civil servants and 

public employees still have many shortcomings, with low quality, inconsistency among 

organisations and localities, and persistent violations” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 

49). After problem definition, the CPV directed the application of the idea of a national entry 

testing system. The key question is how did the CPV come up with this policy idea? Is it their 
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own innovation or learned from somewhere else? Based on the evidence of policy transfer, 

it is argued that this policy idea is the result of policy transfer (mainly from Japan) conducted 

at the Party level a long time before being adopted at the NPC in 2018.  

For example, in June 2016, the COC Chairman met with a Japanese expert delegation led 

by the Head member of the Japanese National Personnel Authority to enhance cooperation 

in personnel management (IPA Quang Ninh, 2016). In December 2016, he also led a 

delegation of the Party delegates to visit Japan (Vietnam Embassy to Japan, 2016). In July 

2017, COC cooperated with JICA to organise a seminar to share Japan’s experience in 

public administration and personnel management (La & Quoc, 2017). Japan’s successful 

lessons are seen as good references for Vietnam to adopt this model (Doan, 2020). This 

shows that policy transfer activities at the Party level before the 2018 NPC resulted in the 

adoption of the policy idea in its subsequent resolution. Undoubtedly, policy ideas developed 

after the Party leaders were exposed to external policy ideas through a variety of policy 

transfer activities. 

Briefly, policy transfer at the Party level can be described as follows: policy problem 

identification  search for policy ideas (visits, study tours, training, seminars, policy 

scanning)  evaluation  decision for adoption. Apart from policy ideas, what is transferred 

at the Party levels also includes policy norms, goals, and principles that are vital to the 

Party’s leadership. However, policy transfer at the Party level alone does not result in policy 

adoption in practice, because what is imported at this level needs to be institutionalised into 

concrete laws and regulations for implementation. Therefore, although policy norms, ideas, 

and goals have been adopted into the Party’s documents, the policy transfer process 

continues at the government level.   
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6.1.1.2. At the government level 

At the government level, merit-based policy transfer activities are carried out mainly by 

MOHA. Given that problem identification was done at the Party level, this step is skipped at 

MOHA. However, similar policy transfer steps are repeated. Based on the policy ideas and 

goals that were adopted and directed by the CPV, MOHA examines how these policy 

ideas/norms/principles/goals work in different settings and decides on how to implement 

them in the Vietnamese context. MOHA plans policy transfer activities (visits, study tours, 

seminars, or policy scanning) and organises them. Each policy transfer activity is designated 

with tasks. For example, upon finishing the study tours, the delegations must submit reports 

to MOHA leaders, stating recommendations for policymaking, as well as what they learned 

from the trips (Author interview, 30 August 2019).  

As policy ideas and goals have been fixed by the CPV, MOHA aims to learn mainly policy 

tools, instruments, and techniques. To do this, evaluations of foreign policies are conducted 

rigorously. They “… examine the whole policy programme of a foreign country, asking 

questions why they do so and what the results are” (Author interview, 17 January 2019) and 

“… focus on studying the real context, from which they can think back to their situation, 

assess its application and transfer into new policies and renovated practices” (Author 

interview, 21 August 2019). Before advising a new policy to the government (or the Prime 

Minister), MOHA carries out seminars and conferences to gain experts’ consultation; and in 

the documents submitted to the government, they also refer to international lessons as 

evidence for their policy recommendations.  

To summarise, policy transfer at the government level occurs through these main stages: 

searching for information (study tours, active search)  processing collected information 

(comparing with the domestic context, deciding what suits)  feedback and interaction 

(exchanging ideas through seminars, conferences)  evaluation (determining the objects 
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of transfer, the degrees of transfer, etc.)  elite cognition (advising the leaders of MOHA or 

the government)  decision of adoption. In the case of regulations that are under the 

authority of issuance of the government (the Prime Minister or MOHA), the transfer process 

will move to the implementation stage. However, in the case of laws, the policy transfer 

process continues with similar steps at the National Assembly. 

6.1.1.3. At the National Assembly 

When law proposals are submitted to the National Assembly by the government, the 

National Assembly proceeds with a process of examination, including the inspection of the 

Law Department of the National Assembly Office and debates at the National Assembly 

meetings. Policy transfer activities at the National Assembly also go through similar steps 

as at the government level. An interviewee at the Law Department described:     

“Based on the proposals submitted by the government, the National 

Assembly reviews the evaluations of policy adoption, has their own 

comments, and consults independent experts’ opinions. Then, the National 

Assembly makes its recommendations… At the National Assembly, the 

procedures are as follows: referring to the original documents; expert 

consultations, feedback to the drafting bodies, indicating the differences and 

what should be and should not be adopted…” (Author interview, 2 January 

2020). 

However, at the National Assembly level, policy transfer is more about verification of the 

compatibility between the external lessons (recommended by the government) and the 

domestic context than about finding a new policy approach. This is done by using 

comparative analysis with “referring to external lessons and considering the distinctiveness 

of Vietnam in terms of geographical representation, culture and socio-economic and political 
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factors” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). This comparison method is also supported by 

the information collected from common policy transfer activities such as document research, 

experts’ consultation, or study tours. This method also helps “double-check” the policy 

transfer proposals conducted by MOHA and allows (or prevents) external lessons to be 

adopted.  

6.1.2. An overlapping and collective transfer process    

Merit-based policy transfer is a long process and goes through many overlapping steps with 

the participation of different bodies: the Party, the government, and the National Assembly. 

When a policy is adopted, passed, and issued, the policy transfer process moves to the last 

step of implementation. In most cases, the implementation of the adopted policy is directed 

by MOHA down to DOHAs at the local level. When the policy is new and not in the form of 

laws, piloting at some ministries and localities is opted. This can be found in the 

implementation of many UNDP-funded projects. The piloting is monitored and directed by 

MOHA. For policy transfer at the local level, such as in the cases of Danang City and Ho 

Chi Minh City, the local governments have the autonomy to implement such transferred 

policies. 

Despite the policy transfer activities at three different bodies being designed to serve 

different aims, they are collectively conducted to meet one goal. At the Party level, policy 

transfer is implemented to create policy direction; at the government level, policy transfer is 

carried out to formulate complete policy programmes or proposals; at the National Assembly 

level, policy transfer is double-checked and requires formal approval. Importantly, all these 

policy transfer activities serve the only goal of realising the Party’s agenda and are carried 

out based on a collective direction. This makes Vietnam’s policy transfer distinctive as one 

interviewee elaborated: “… different from other countries, the policymaking and policy 

transfer process in Vietnam happens based on the directions or conclusions of the Politburo 
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or the Central Party Committee” (Author interview, 14 September 2019). This reflects the 

compliant relationship of bodies under the Party’s leadership and the collective nature of 

policy transfer.  

6.1.3. Voluntary policy transfer 

Given the dominance of political actors and a hierarchical policy transfer procedure, policy 

transfer is a voluntary process. Although the involvement of IOs is significant, they are 

neither the “initiator” nor the “coercer” of the process. Vietnamese policymakers accept 

some conditions of the IOs to secure funding such as the adoption of the norms of 

meritocracy (openness, competitiveness) or some techniques (merit-based selection, 

performance-based assessment) but do not launch reforms primarily due to the pressure 

imposed by IOs. Instead, they determine to carry out reform for their sake and “invite” IOs 

to join in their policy drafting and implementation. An interviewee described the formulation 

of the 2001-2010 PAR as follows: 

“The 2001-2010 PAR was highly appreciated by international experts. It took 

three years to develop PAR, learning from international projects. International 

partners also participated in this process and transferred their expertise, 

including UNDP, Scandinavian countries, the EU, Japan, and ASEAN. This 

approach helped Vietnam to access international knowledge and experience 

about how to organise the civil service and develop public human resources. 

Vietnam has used the international experience to build its public human 

resources” (Author interview, 17 January 2019). 

As such, IOs were involved in Vietnam’s policymaking process only as “participants” and 

“consultants”. Consequently, although Vietnam must meet satisfactory progress of the 

projects to secure funding, the CPV’s instructions and directions are uncompromised as 
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“any [policy] changes should be made based on Party resolutions” (Author interview, 28 

August 2019).     

This shows that Vietnam plays an active role in policy transfer. The domestic actors 

manipulate the process to serve their aims. Thus, the transfer is not coercive, but largely 

voluntary. It is not to say that Vietnam is not under pressure to adopt merit-based policies. 

The interviews reveal multiple pressures that urge the Vietnamese leadership to take action. 

They include the influence of globalisation, the force of international integration, the demand 

to keep up with countries in the region (Author interview, 3 January 2019), and the domestic 

pressure of ensuring political stability, legitimacy, and efficiency of the governance regime 

(Author interview, 2 January 2020). These are elements of internal and external pressures. 

However, they serve as internal motivations rather than external coercion. 

6.2. Degrees of policy transfer – the dynamics of emulation, adaptation, and 

hybridisation 

Given a long process, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer includes three degrees or 

mechanisms of transfer, emulation, adaptation, and hybridisation, depending on different 

stages of policy transfer. Table 6.1 illustrates how the Vietnamese policymakers think about 

and apply policy transfer, which explains specific degrees of transfer. Emulation happens 

more often at the beginning of the process - policy transfer at the Party level, particularly 

with the dynamics of translation and norms localisation. Adaptation and hybridisation or 

assemblage occur mainly at the policy formulation and approval stages done by the 

government and the National Assembly. This section describes how these three degrees of 

policy transfer work.  
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Table 6.1. Responses regarding degrees of policy transfer  
 

Degrees of 
transfer 

Testimony 

 
Emulation 

- “…it is impossible to Vietnam to apply all Western HRM “best practices”. Vietnam has to select what elements that can help to initiate or suggest 
a policy. It means we should have our policy idea, maybe from other countries’ policies…” (Author interview, 17 January 2019) 
- “…these lessons only serve as a suggestion or idea for the policy. For example, in performance-based assessment, foreign countries do this 
and that, but we just see them as lessons to look at (such as individual or collective performance appraisal methods) and to compare. However, 
the real content is originated from the practical experience of Vietnam, which is concluded and expanded. In short, the policy knowledge is 
formed by experience, on the basis of comparing with international lessons and considering if we can use these lessons or not..., international 
lessons just serve as a suggestion of idea for policy formulation” (Author interview, 17 January 2019) 

Adaptation - “Vietnam has being learning but has to make adjustment to suit the country’s organisation structure. For example the performance appraisal 
policy: Vietnam has not had job standards and goals. The leader has to decide based on the opinions of the collective organisation, as such the 
role of the leaders/managers is not promoted” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). 
- “Vietnam has been adapting the external policies. For example, in recruitment exams, the criteria are publicised. However, those criteria are 
distinctive depending on each locality or organisation...” (Author interview, 21 August 2019)  
- “The Western HRM model should be adjusted to suit Vietnam’s context and its political regime. It is unable to copy a foreign policy, instead the 
transfer process must be flexible” (Author interview, 8 January 2019). 
- “Vietnam has being learning and “utilising” to fit Vietnamese context. Adjustment and adaptation are made to suit the country’s condition. There 
is no copying from other countries” (Author interview, 23 August 2019). 
- “Copying is impossible. We select and adjust to suit Vietnam’s institution” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). 
- “In most cases, Vietnam has to change and adapt it to fit Vietnamese distinctive context. Therefore, learning must come with relative comparison 
with other countries” (Author interview, 4 September 2019). 
- “… adjustment and adaptation are needed to suit Vietnam’s customs, thinking, culture and economic development level” (Author interview, 17 
January 2019). 
- “Vietnam can learn “best practices” of the world, but to make it successful, Vietnam has to adopt and adapt it to Vietnam’s context. If just 
copying, failure is inevitable” (Author interview, 4 January 2019). 
- “Vietnam has being learning by selecting and editing to fit Vietnamese distinctive context. Due to political, cultural and socio-economic 
differences, it is impossible for Vietnam to copy any other countries’ models. There must be filtration, flexibility and appropriation” (Author 
interview, 6 September 2019) 

Hybridisation/ 
assemblage 

- “Vietnam selects and modifies the imported policies to suit Vietnam. There is a combination of policies from many countries to form a new 
policy” (Author interview, 12 January 2020) 
- “In reality, Vietnam has learnt from many countries and adjusted to suit its condition” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). 
- “Vietnam learns from so many countries and it is a hybrid model… Vietnam has learned from many sources/countries, and does not follow any 
particular model” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). 
- “Hybridisation is the most common form. After learning from many sources, the learners generalise and advise policies. There are arguments 
to consider if they are suitable to Vietnam or not… No copying, but adjusting to fit Vietnamese context” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). 
- “Vietnam has learned by combining different models and adjusting to fit Vietnam’s context” (Author interview, 5 January 2019). 
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6.2.1. Emulation 

In the first stage of policy transfer, after identifying policy problems, the search for policy 

ideas begins. This is when emulation is employed. What is sought at this stage is a 

“suggestion” or an “idea” for policy formulation (Author interview, 17 January 2019). A policy 

that proves to be successful elsewhere can attract the attention of policymakers. After 

carrying out policy-learning activities, policy ideas are adopted into political documents 

(resolutions). In practice, what is adopted at this stage are mainly the “names” of the policy, 

not how it is implemented in a complete form. The policymakers emulate what other 

countries do to formulate policy ideas for political direction at home.  

However, emulation is not made by a simple imitation of external ideas. Instead, there is a 

process of selective translation and indigenisation to suit the domestic context. This is done 

by viewing the external ideas “as lessons to look at” and “to compare” (Author interview, 23 

August 2019). External ideas are then “flexibly utilised” (vận dụng) to form domestic policy 

ideas (Author interview, 17 January 2019). For example, although the adoption of the 

national entry testing system idea was sourced from Japan’s national civil service 

examination, Vietnamese policymakers did not use the term “examination” as is used in 

Japan, instead, they used the term “testing” (kiểm định). This is because the intention is that 

the national testing system is the first round to quality check, whilst the second round is a 

real examination with a competitive selection process. Indeed, the external ideas are not 

only ceremonially adopted but are translated to reflect the domestic imperatives and to form 

a practical basis for policy formulation.  

When it comes to norms, emulation is closely related to norm localisation. The localisation 

of meritocratic norms can be attributed to the intention to make it more congruent with the 

Vietnamese prior beliefs and public personnel acquisition practices. The selection of loyal 
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cadres who have merits and are able to contribute to the Party’s mission has been a priority. 

Moreover, as a one-party state, Vietnamese leaders are aware that they cannot afford the 

risk of possessing an administration with no political attachment or loyalty to the Party. 

Therefore, while adopting the meritocratic norm, they ignore the element of neutrality. The 

Vietnamese-distinctive situation leading to norm localisation has been acknowledged by 

international donors. Mr. Trinh Tien Dung, head of UNDP’s Governance Unit responded in 

an interview in 2009 that: "In some other places, you can bring something and replicate it. 

Here, people are eager to learn other ways of doing things for changes, but that process is 

more time-consuming as new ideas have to suit the local context" (Hausman, 2010, pp. 4-

5). At the same time, there is a tendency to borrow only those ideas that may enhance the 

adopters’ prestige (Acharya, 2004). Vietnamese leaders and policymakers are not reluctant 

to adopt the principle of openness, fairness, and competition, which helps to gain greater 

public support and build trust in a merit-based civil service under the CPV’s leadership.  

6.2.2. Adaptation and hybridisation 

When it comes to the policy formation stage, policy transfer involves more complex 

mechanisms of adaptation and hybridisation. Based on the Party’s policy ideas, the 

government advises and decides how these policy ideas can be realised in the Vietnamese 

context. The strategies used at this stage include “adjustment” and “modification”. By 

adjustment, policymakers make major changes to the original policies. A typical example is 

the transfer of performance-based assessment policy. An interviewee’s observation shows 

this trajectory:  

“Vietnam has been learning but has to make an adjustment to suit the 

country’s organisational structure. For example, for the performance 

appraisal policy, Vietnam has not had job standards and goals yet. The 



 
183 

 

leader, therefore, has to decide based on the opinions of the collective 

organisation…” (Author interview, 21 August 2019).  

While the Western-style performance-based assessment allows the leaders to appraise 

performance results at their own discretion, Vietnamese leaders exercise their authority 

based on collective opinions. This adjustment is due to the mechanism of centralised 

democracy and collective leadership in Vietnam’s politics. By modification, partial changes 

are made to fit the domestic context. The case of the national entry testing system is again 

an example. MOHA’s proposal to build Vietnam’s national entry testing system shows some 

modifications compared to the Japanese model. Japan’s model includes two interview 

rounds: one at the Japan National Personnel Authority and one at the employer 

organisations. Vietnam’s model skips the first round and retains interviews at the employer 

organisations only. Additionally, Japan’s examinations are conducted once a year, whereas 

Vietnam’s proposal is planned twice a year.  

These changes are made due to the Vietnamese leadership’s awareness of the constraints 

of policies that are developed in different settings. As an interviewee stated: “…most of these 

policies are made and implemented in institutional and cultural conditions that are different 

from Vietnam. Therefore, on the one hand, they are very good references, on the other 

hand, it is impossible to copy them to Vietnam’s context” (Author interview, 4 September 

2019). Copying is never considered an option as it possibly results in policy failure. As one 

interviewee said: “Vietnam can learn “best practices” of the world, but to make it successful, 

Vietnam has to adopt and adapt it to Vietnam’s context. If just copying, failure is inevitable” 

(Author interview, 4 January 2019). This shows the Vietnamese leaders’ recognition of the 

limits of learning, which determines the degrees of transfer. Considering the domestic 

context, “… adjustment and adaptation are needed to suit Vietnam’s customs, thinking, 

culture and economic development level” (Author interview, 17 January 2019). In other 
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words, Vietnamese policymakers have to “redesign” the imported policies to fit Vietnam’s 

distinctiveness (Author interview, 12 January 2020).  

Adaptation is carried out on the basis of selectivity, filtration, and appropriation, as an 

interviewee confirmed: “Vietnam has been learning by selecting and editing to fit Vietnamese 

distinctive context… There must be filtration, flexibility, and appropriation” (Author interview, 

6 September 2019). By selectivity and filtration, Vietnam examines many options and sorts 

out what is appropriate to adopt. This is where a process of assemblage happens. As one 

interviewee observed: “Vietnam selects and modifies the imported policies to suit Vietnam. 

There is a combination of policies from many countries to form a new policy” (Author 

interview, 12 January 2020). Assemblages are made not only between external models but 

also between external models and Vietnam’s own innovation (Author interview, 17 January 

2019). The strategy is, therefore, “learning in parts” from multiple countries and international 

organisations (Author interview, 12 September 2020) and assembles these parts to make a 

complete policy. Adaptation and combination continue in the implementation stage. For 

example, while competitive promotion examinations are designed to select administrative 

managers, in Vietnam, they are used to select politicians at the same time (Author interview, 

3 January 2020). This adaptation is contingent on the dual party-state system of Vietnam.  

In short, as shown in Table 6.2, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer takes place in three 

main degrees which are dependent on the different stages of policymaking and tactics. 

While emulation occurs mainly at the party-level policy transfer stage to formulate policy 

ideas, adaptation and hybridisation take place at the policy formation and implementation 

stages conducted by the government and the National Assembly. Emulation involves 

translation and norm localisation, in which external policy ideas are translated into their local 

names and connotation. Adaptation relates to selection, adjustment, and modification, while 

hybridisation is done by filtering different policy models, assembling, mixing, and redesigning 
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them into a Vietnamese-style policy formula. Overall, for these strategies to work properly, 

a selective approach is adopted to ensure what fits best.  

Table 6.2. Policy transfer stages, degrees and tactics  
 

Stages Degrees Tactics 

Policy idea formulation Emulation Translation/Indigenisation/Norm localisation 

Policy formation             Adaptation 

Hybridisation 

 

Adjustment/Modification/Assemblage/Redesign Policy implementation 
 

6.3. Key factors influencing policy transfer 

The above pattern of policy transfer is mainly attributed to a variety of influences, ranging 

from domestic historical, political, institutional, cultural, societal, and leadership 

characteristics to the features of the merit-based policy itself. This section will analyse how 

these factors affect policy transfer.   

6.3.1. Domestic contextual factors 

6.3.1.1. Historical factors 

Vietnam’s historical context and its legacy produce both facilitating and constraining 

influences on policy transfer. The findings illustrate that three historical factors affect merit-

based policy transfer, including the perception of overseas policy adoption, the long history 

of both coercive and voluntary policy transfer, and the tradition of feudal competitive 

examinations. Firstly, being dominated by foreign countries for a long time has affected the 

Vietnamese people’s thinking about policy transfer. As an interviewee succinctly 

summarised: 

“The historical factors generate both advantages and disadvantages for the 

policy transfer process. The advantage is that the domination and colonialism 

of foreign countries (China, France, Japan, and the US) create cultural 
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tolerance, and the readiness to accept new and different things. These are 

the prerequisites for the learning process. Although in the case of domination 

and colonialism, there existed cultural coercion, cultural adaptation was also 

significant thinking. Regarding the disadvantage, the sentiment of being 

slaved still exists to some extent. There is still thought of copying or learning 

passively. Especially, the feeling that Western things are better than the 

domestic ones and preference for foreign goods still prevails” (Author 

interview, 8 January 2019).  

This shows that the historical legacy makes the Vietnamese people more tolerant and ready 

to accept external policy ideas. In addition, it also nurtures the inclination to adapt external 

ideas to the domestic context. By presenting an example of a feudal figure who travelled 

overseas very early in Vietnamese history (in 1867), an interviewee confirmed that the 

historical factor can facilitate policy transfer by shaping an open mindset of overseas 

learning among the Vietnamese leadership. He said: “Back to the old time of history, the 

feudalist Nguyen Truong To came to learn from France. As such, since the very old time, 

Vietnam is open to learning from the outside and is not conservative” (Author interview, 29 

August 2019). These arguably facilitate policy transfer. Nevertheless, this historical legacy 

also influences the way Vietnamese people learn from more advanced countries. The feeling 

of being inferior propels them to “idealise” foreign models, possibly leading to passive 

learning. 

Secondly, the long history of both coercive and voluntary policy transfer has exposed 

Vietnam to many policy models. During French colonialism, Vietnam coercively adopted the 

French-style career-based civil service system. During the centrally-planned economy 

period, Vietnam voluntarily copied the Soviet-style nomenklatura system. This tradition of 

overseas learning provides Vietnamese policymakers with a mindset of flexibility in policy 
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change. When talking about the current civil service system, one interviewee said: “This 

model was learned from France. This is the inheritance from the past and can be changed 

in the future if it does not suit the new situation” (Author interview, 17 January 2019). 

Policymakers are not resistant to change, instead, they are prepared for change. 

Additionally, the exposure to many different policy models facilitates policy transfer because 

Vietnam “has the chance to experiment with many different models and learn lessons from 

these experiments” (Author interview, 12 January 2020). Arguably, this historical feature 

enhances the familiarity and receptivity to external policies.  

On the negative side, this historical feature can complicate the process of policy transfer. As 

one interviewee elaborated: “Vietnam’s historical factor of being invaded by many countries 

such as China and France has contributed to building a career-based system. This makes 

the change toward a position-based system more difficult” (Author interview, 6 September 

2019). This is understandable because for a new policy to enter a long-standing system, the 

process of policy transfer may take more time to absorb and adapt. As observed by an 

interviewee, “because for a long time, the old mindset has been imprinted into the thinking”, 

“no optimal model can be easily chosen and fixed” (Author interviews, 12 January 2020). 

This suggests that policy transfer can be a contesting process as it faces the barriers of the 

old mindset and the difficulty of “breaking” the long-standing system. 

Thirdly, the fact that competitive examinations were conducted as early as 1070 in Vietnam’s 

feudal time influences the perception of Vietnamese people about how to select talents for 

the government. Although historical changes had interrupted this practice for a long period, 

this tradition is still highly appreciated. As one interviewee stated:  

“Talents must be selected through examinations. In reality, Vietnam has a 

tradition of examination to select elites similar to other North Eastern 

countries such as Japan, South Korea, and China. However, due to the 
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historical movement, this tradition was disconnected. In the past, these 

examinations selected talents based on their credits and merits…” (Author 

interview, 3 January 2020).  

This implies that recruitment examination is desirable as it was implemented successfully to 

select talents in the past. This creates a favourable environment for promoting the transfer 

of recruitment examination “best practices”. By and large, Vietnam’s historical background 

is conducive to policy transfer.   

6.3.1.2. Political factors 

Vietnam’s political structure as a communist one-party state presents both facilitating and 

constraining influences on merit-based policy transfer. Firstly, the CPV’s monopoly acts as 

both a promoter and hinderer of policy transfer. On the positive side, it provides the leaders 

with the power to make quick decisions without having to consult other parties. As stated by 

an interviewee, “the power concentration system is more assertive and quick in making 

decisions… This model allows an idea to become command” (Author interview, 8 January 

2019). This power enables the Party to “have quick decisions about a model that should be 

adopted” (Author interview, 2 January 2019). This point was emphasised by many 

interviewees as they believe that “the one-party regime offers an ultimate power and 

authority to decide without being influenced by other forces…” (Author interview, 31 

December 2019), and thus the Party “can achieve the learning goals without having to 

depend on other parties” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). One more advantage is that 

the one-party regime can “ensure the stability of policymaking and policy transfer” (Author 

interview, 5 February 2020). It helps to produce a “consistent direction” on what is to be 

transferred (Author interview, 3 January 2020) and “ensures coherence in orientation, 

smooth governance, and high political determination” (Author interview, 12 January 2020). 
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This consequently “ensures a transferred policy to be implemented smoothly from the 

central to the local levels” (Author interview, 12 January 2020).  

However, the way the one-party regime operates potentially creates an unfavourable 

condition for policy transfer. One interviewee observed: “On the negative side, the Party 

works on the principle of collectivism and being term-based, therefore the learning process 

is slow and without breakthroughs” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). While the one-party 

system can avoid policy debates with other parties, the principle of collective leadership can 

make policy discussion within the party apparatus lengthy and time-consuming to reach a 

consensus. Power monopoly also relates to the fear of instability as indicated by an 

interviewee: “They prefer gradual changes, fear of instability and fear of loss of regime. 

Therefore, the reforms are slow and limited” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). 

Accordingly, the preference is “to maintain stability”, which makes it “difficult to adopt some 

of the Western models in Vietnam” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). Political monopoly 

can also undermine the motivation for radical policy transfer and policy change due to the 

lack of political competition and pressure (Author interview, 3 January 2020).  

Secondly, the Party’s political ideology poses both opportunities and challenges for merit-

based policy transfer. As one interviewee concisely concluded: 

 “… The socialist orientation also highlights the importance of human resource 

factors, facilitating the learning from successful HRM models that are 

compatible with the goals and ideology of Vietnam… However, this political 

factor also hinders the adoption of HRM models that are different from 

Vietnam’s political regime, especially in the previous period when Vietnam 

was not open enough. Now, the learning is more open but still has to go 

through the “filter” of the socialist ideology, and needs further changes and 
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adjustment to fit the Vietnamese context…” (Author interview, 20 January 

2020). 

Consequently, the Party’s ideology pre-conditions what is to be learned and from where. For 

example, the goals of merit-based policy (to serve the Party) and the principle of meritocracy 

(meritocracy under the primacy of the Party) must be learned from countries with a similar 

setting, such as China. It also limits the scope of policy transfer. Despite the availability of 

many merit-based models, only the one that is compatible with the Party’s political ideology 

is transferred. Extensive learning from China is explained as follows: “For China, Vietnam 

shares similarities in the socialism model. The similarity of this political system certainly has 

an influence on public HRM” (Author interview, 17 January 2019).  

In short, political factors influence merit-based policy transfer in different ways. The Party’s 

monopoly enables quick decisions on what is to be transferred from where and ensures 

consistent policy implementation. At the same, it possibly results in fear of instability, which 

is a hindrance to policy transfer. Particularly, the Party’s ideology limits policy adoption of 

certain policy models, leading to policy transfer predominantly from one country, than from 

the others. These influences imply that policy transfer in authoritarian regimes is complex 

and reflects its political structure. Political factors consequently influence the trajectory of 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy reform as stated by UNDP:  

 “Given the political context in Vietnam, it is highly unlikely that the Party 

controlled patronage system will change significantly in the foreseeable 

future. Hence, rather than attempt to radically transform the Vietnamese civil 

service into a merit-based system a more realistic policy line for the medium 

term is to introduce checks and balances to limit the powers of the individual 

party and government leaders over recruitments, rewards, and promotions. 

A further step is to link the political patronage system to methods of merit 
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selections; so that the most competent politically acceptable person gets the 

job" (Poon et al., 2009, p. 19). 

6.3.1.3. Institutional factors 

The findings show that the dual party-state system with the intertwining of administration 

and politics, the economic institutional transformation, and a highly centralised 

administration coupled with the long-existing career-based system are prominent influencing 

factors on policy transfer. Firstly, the hierarchical allocation of policymaking power between 

the Party and the state and the parallel of the Party and state organs make merit-based 

policy transfer an overlapping and prolonged process. As discussed in the first section of 

this chapter, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer process includes at least two overlapping 

rounds, causing extended periods of time for policy adoption (up to decades). As one 

interviewee said: “The dual system of Vietnam has the biggest influence on the learning 

process” (Author interview, 14 September 2019). Additionally, this institutional factor is 

closely related to the interconnection between administration and politics. The absence of 

“politics-administration dichotomy” (Wilson, 1887) has prevented the import of the (Western) 

core value of meritocracy – political neutrality – to Vietnam’s civil service. Instead, it 

influences the choice of where to look for policy lessons. One interviewee confirmed: “Policy 

transfer depends on the institutional relationships between the Party and the state. 

Therefore, Vietnam aims to learn from countries with similarities such as China…” (Author 

interview, 5 February 2020).  

Secondly, the economic institutional change from a centrally-planned economy to a market 

economy has influenced merit-based policy transfer in multiple ways. It enables policy 

transfer to occur more comprehensively to embrace NPM ideas such as competitiveness 

and performance-based management. It makes policy transfer a highly adaptive process as 

it allows Vietnamese policymakers to look at successful civil service models of different 
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countries with a market economy and find ways to adapt them to the Vietnamese context. 

This is different from the previous period when only the civil service models of centrally-

planned economies were sourced. It strengthens Vietnam’s preference for learning from 

China whose economic reform has presented practical lessons for Vietnam, as one 

interviewee stated: “China’s civil service is developed to reform the planned economy, which 

is suitable for the socialist-oriented market economy in Vietnam” (Author interview, 12 

January 2020).           

Thirdly, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is affected by a highly centralised 

administration with a long-existing career-based system. As “Vietnam follows a centralised 

system with less flexibility for the local governments” (Author interview, 3 January 2019), 

policy transfer is a highly centralised process with limited involvement of the local 

governments. In addition, this centralised system makes it easier for the transfer of policies 

that are compatible (such as a national entry testing system), than with those that differ 

(such as devolution or deregulation policies) (Coggburn, 2000; Tessema et al., 2009). 

Particularly, this institutional feature coupled with a long-existing career-based system has 

made the policy transfer a “cautious” process as presented by an interviewee:  

“… Vietnam has been learning from the US, the UK, and Australia... However, 

the learning is still cautious due to the distinctiveness of Vietnam’s political 

characteristics, decentralisation, and management capacity that is not 

comparable to countries with position-based systems” (Author interview, 6 

September 2019).  

This possibly hinders the import of many merit-based features from the position-based 

system and takes more time for implementing the transferred policies.  
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6.3.1.4. Cultural factors 

Overall, Vietnam’s culture is an advantage for policy transfer. As one interviewee confirmed: 

“Vietnamese culture has the connection and interaction between Asian and Western 

cultures, which facilitates the policy transfer and learning process” (Author interview, 20 

January 2020). This is because the interactions with both Asian and Western cultures make 

Vietnamese people more culturally tolerant, as in the words of an interviewee: “Vietnamese 

people are culturally tolerant - this is a facilitating factor for learning from overseas” (Author 

interview, 8 January 2019). They are also adaptive to new ideas, as “the flexibility and 

adaptability of Vietnamese people facilitate the learning…” (Author interview, 12 September 

2019), which in turn enables policy transfer.  

Specifically, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is conditioned by prominent Asian and 

Confucian values, including respect for talent and education, the significance of 

relationships, an emphasis on order and hierarchy, and collectivism. Firstly, the traditions of 

respect for ability and an emphasis on education serve as a facilitating factor for merit-based 

policy transfer, particularly from countries with similar traditions such as China, South Korea, 

and Japan. Ability is quantified by qualifications and assessed by examinations, thus the 

adoption of civil service entry examinations is strongly supported in Vietnam. The common 

perception is that the more educated a person is, the better the position and the higher 

status in the society he/she deserves. One interviewee observed: “The motivation for 

progress in Vietnam is very significant because for Vietnamese people, learning to become 

a leader is important. This helps to attract talents into the administration” (Author interview, 

3 January 2020). This implies that this culture motivates the development of meritocracy 

and consequently merit-based policy adoption. 

Secondly, favouritism is seen as an obstacle to the adoption of the Western-style policy, but 

not policies from similar cultures. As one interviewee confirmed: “Vietnamese people 
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emphasise relationships, therefore it is very difficult to adopt the Western-style model” 

(Author interview, 4 January 2019). An example of the dismissal of unqualified staff is given 

to show how relationship emphasis influences merit-based policy implementation: “The 

favour for relationship and sentiment makes the dismissal of unqualified personnel more 

difficult” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). Although competitive recruitment and 

promotion may mean firing public officials who perform poorly, this practice faces huge 

challenges in the Vietnamese culture. In contrast, the significance of relationships that 

underpin merit-based policy in many Asian countries such as China is reflected in Vietnam’s 

policy. For example, like China, Vietnam believes that performance assessment must 

include lifestyle and working style (National Assembly, 2008), in which the way one person 

maintains a relationship with other people is taken into account. 

Thirdly, respect for order, hierarchy, and collectivism are cultural factors that facilitate merit-

based policy transfer more from Asian countries than Western countries. Although 

promotion examinations are conducted, experience and succession planning are still 

important selection criteria, as “Vietnam emphasises relationships, hierarchy, years of 

serving, respect to the older…” (Author interview, 5 February 2020). Regarding the 

preference for collectivism rather than individualism, an interviewee observed:  

“… Vietnamese people favour collectivism and are hesitant to show their 

individualism which is important for ensuring meritocracy and performance 

appraisal in Western countries. Therefore, the change from a career-based 

to a position-based competition needs more time to be successful” (Author 

interview, 6 September 2019).  

As such, this cultural feature can hinder the transfer of Western-style merit-based practices 

to Vietnam. 
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The findings also show that management style as part of organisational culture is linked to 

merit-based policy transfer. A differentiation is made between Vietnamese and Western 

management styles as elaborated by an interviewee: “Vietnam’s management style is 

emotional, while Western’s management style is rational” (Author interview, 3 January 

2019). This “emotional” management style refers to the tendency to maintain a pleasant 

relationship and to avoid conflicts or displeasing others. This is considered a hindrance to 

merit-based practices such as performance-based assessment. One interviewee explained:     

“… the performance-based appraisal is a good policy and has been applied 

in many countries, serving as a foundation for payment, training, and 

promotion. However, it is difficult to apply this policy in Vietnam due to the 

cultural differences between Vietnam and Western countries. Western 

countries are more direct and frank in assessing a person’s performance, 

without being afraid of displeasing others. Meanwhile, Vietnamese people 

are complacent and afraid of displeasing others, thus cannot assess one’s 

performance exactly…” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). 

These findings show that cultural features are constraining factors in the adoption of the 

Western-style merit-based policy, however, they are facilitating factors for importing policy 

ideas from countries with similar Confucian values. As one interviewee confirmed: 

“Vietnamese culture is more adaptable to North-East Asian countries’ model… Vietnam 

should learn from Singapore, Taiwan, China, South Korea, and Japan” (Author interview, 3 

January 2020).  

Significantly, this research finds that cultural features at the individual level - the 

characteristics of Vietnamese people - have a potentially great influence on policy transfer. 

On the positive side, two features support policy transfer, including a willingness to learn 

and a highly progressive spirit. Many interviewees share the view that Vietnamese people 
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are “studious and eager to learn” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). They can “learn very 

quickly” (Author interview, 3 January 2020), and are “flexible”, “selective” and “innovative” in 

adopting foreign policies (Author interview, 6 September 2019). In addition, Vietnamese 

people have a strong desire to progress and improve, which motivates them to learn from 

others’ successes. As Vietnamese people “are keen to learn and strive for better things” 

(Author interview, 12 January 2020) and “look forward to improvements” (Author interview, 

5 February 2020), they are more open to external ideas that can help them to overcome 

their shortcomings and to progress. These characteristics facilitate policy learning, and thus 

make policy transfer easier. 

On the negative side, some of the characteristics of the Vietnamese people can hinder policy 

transfer, either making the transfer process slower or making the implementation of the 

transferred policy undesirable. It is recognised that Vietnamese people “prefer stability rather 

than change, thus are highly precautious” (Author interview, 12 January 2020). Therefore, 

“the learning is also precautious” (Author interview, 5 February 2020). This was described 

as a “meeting and discussing” culture (Author interview, 17 January 2019), in which for a 

policy to be adopted, lots of meetings and discussions are required, making policy adoption 

a lengthy process. Additionally, some individual cultural features present both advantages 

and disadvantages for policy transfer. While the willingness to learn is found to be conducive 

to policy transfer, the way of learning does not support successful policy transfer. It is 

because “Vietnamese people are keen to learn but they do not try to learn to the end” (Author 

interviews, 3 September 2019). They “do not experience the whole process, [but] only see 

the results...; in reality, [they] cannot learn how these results are generated” (Author 

interview, 17 January 2019). This learning style can make policy transfer less productive. 

Moreover, many Vietnamese people have a sense of “appreciation of foreign goods” as they 

tend to “favour foreign things over domestic ones” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). This 
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increases the possibility of looking outside the country for successful policy models, but also 

leads to the tendency to idealise foreign models and the lack of thorough learning, resulting 

in “limited understanding of the root of the policy issues” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). 

In short, cultural features at the individual level also have a significant impact on policy 

transfer. 

6.3.1.5. Economic and societal factors 

This research shows that economic and societal factors influence the capacity to adopt 

merit-based policy into Vietnam’s civil service. On the one hand, economic development 

and the expansion of the private sector motivate the public sector to learn from the private 

sector, particularly in talent attraction and performance-based management (Author 

interview, 3 January 2020). On the other hand, Vietnam’s limited financial capacity prevents 

the adoption of some policies that require a considerable financial investment. The inability 

to adopt the performance-based salary policy is an example, as stated by an interviewee:  

“We do not have adequate financial resources to make breakthrough policy, such as the 

salary policy” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). In reality, “… Vietnam has learned a lot 

from the performance-based payment model of Singapore, but cannot implement it because 

of financial shortage” (Author interview, 29 August 2019).  

Significantly, financial capacity has an impact on the policymakers’ perception of what is 

appropriate for Vietnam. When comparing the programmes for training public officials 

overseas between Vietnam and China, an interviewee indicated how different the perception 

of the two countries is regarding the issue of the trainees not coming back to work for the 

home country: 

 “… regarding the policy to send people to study abroad using the state 

budget, the perception of gain and loss of Vietnam and China is different. 
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Vietnam is a poor country, so we expect that any person that has been sent 

abroad should return to work for the country, if not this is seen as a loss. 

However, China is richer and thus considers that if the trainees do not return, 

it is still a gain. They said that people who return are those who love the 

country, and those who do not return are those who support the country. 

Vietnam cannot learn from this perception.” (Author interview, 17 January 

2019). 

Societal factors are linked to the educational level of both public officials and the broad 

public. It is commonly agreed that Vietnamese public officials’ capacity for learning from 

overseas has improved significantly over the past years. This is partly thanks to the policy 

of training public officials overseas, producing a contingent of public officials with good 

international expertise and foreign language proficiency (Author interview, 5 February 2020). 

These are important resources for policy transfer as they have enough capacity to search 

for lessons, evaluate policies, and implement the transferred policy (Author interview, 3 

January 2020). The trend is that there are more and more young officials who have enough 

capacity to engage in policy transfer and are more receptive to external ideas (Author 

interview, 5 February 2020). This advantage is supported by the increasing educational level 

of the Vietnamese people in general. This forces the policymakers to enhance policy 

learning from overseas in order to reform the policy at home. As one interviewee observed: 

“There has been close observation and surveillance of the public and the media” on public 

HRM policy development and implementation (Author interview, 23 August 2019). This 

combined with the development of IT and e-government has facilitated merit-based policy 

transfer (Author interview, 6 September 2019). 
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6.3.2. The significance of leadership  

6.3.2.1. Political leadership 

While political and institutional structures present both advantages and disadvantages for 

policy transfer, the leadership within this distinctive structural context is found to significantly 

influence decisions on merit-based policy transfer. This influence is reflected in three 

dimensions, including political determination, the role of individual leaders with a “term-

oriented mindset”, and the transition of the leadership generation. These leadership factors 

determine when and how policy transfer is conducted and where lessons are sourced.  

Firstly, political determination is seen to be vital to policy transfer in the one-party context. 

As one interviewee observed: 

“… the biggest challenge in applying overseas public HRM policies to 

Vietnam lies in the determination and the reforming spirit of Vietnamese 

leaders. This is the most important factor because the development of an 

organisation depends much on the leaders. If the leaders are eager to learn 

and desire to change, the organisation is more active and developed. In 

contrast, if the leaders are conservative and less active, then it is very difficult 

to adopt new models in the organisation” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). 

The Vietnamese leadership’s political determination is expressed in their commitment and 

openness to learning from overseas for the cause of civil service reform. This was confirmed 

by the interviewee: “The Party and the government show determination in learning advanced 

models. There have been documents to direct this learning process…” (Author interview, 4 

September 2019). Their strong political commitment to learning “best practices” from abroad 

serves as a driver for policy transfer, as one interviewee emphasised: “The advantages 

include the increasing political determination of the CPV and the government and the 
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increasing demand from the public in the condition of expanded democracy” (Author 

interview, 6 January 2019). Vietnamese leaders are increasingly more open to making use 

of external lessons as they are aware that “with reform and global integration, Vietnam 

cannot be closed or bureaucratic” (Author interview, 17 January 2019).  

Secondly, despite the prevalence of collective leadership, the roles of individual leaders are 

meaningful to policy transfer. According to the observation of the interviewees, there are 

“ups and downs” in Vietnam’s civil service reform due to the activeness of leaders. The 

2000s was “a good time for public HRM development” and this mainly depends on the 

leaders’ will (Author interview, 29 August 2019). This can be traced back to the contribution 

of reformist leaders Prime Minister Vo Van Kiet and his successor Prime Minister Phan Van 

Khai, who were known to be the “constructors” of Vietnam’s reform and global integration 

during their leadership terms (Pham, 2018b). At the local level, as analysed earlier, 

Danang’s municipal Party Secretary is an example of his decisive leadership role in adopting 

the Singapore model of scholarship programmes. Hence, it is observed that “policy ideas 

are transferred to Vietnam due to luck, depending on the individual leaders of different 

terms” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). Accordingly, during the period when the reformist 

leaders are in power, the import of external ideas and practices is easier and more frequent, 

and vice versa.  

Leadership is closely related to the “term-oriented mindset" (as mentioned in Section 5.2). 

This “term-oriented mindset” can encourage policy transfer and policy change in some 

cases, but not in others. On the positive side, it increases the opportunity for “breakthroughs” 

in policy change, allowing quick decisions about what to be learned from where (Author 

interview, 6 January 2019). On the negative side, the “term-oriented mindset” “can result in 

short-term vision and the thinking of “landing safely” (retire without past accountability)” 

(Author interview, 6 January 2019). This short-term vision can be detrimental to policy 
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transfer as it prevents policy transfer from happening or results in unsuccessful transfer. As 

one interviewee observed: “In Vietnam, there is a “term-oriented mindset”. This leads to the 

fact that the successors are not necessarily interested in or sharing the same views with the 

previous leaders. This may result in an unfinished or even changed implementation of policy 

transfer once the leaders have left their positions (Author interview, 7 March 2020). This 

shows that the “term-oriented mindset” is an advantage as well as a disadvantage for policy 

transfer.  

Thirdly, leadership transition is important to policy transfer. The older generation of leaders 

was mainly trained in the Soviet Union and China, thus it is easier for them to absorb 

management models from these countries, particularly during the 1990s. However, the 

younger generation is mainly trained in Western countries and is more inclined to learn from 

Western-style policy models. One interviewee speculated: “At the moment, there are more 

and more graduates from Western universities working in the Party and government 

agencies. There will certainly be a generation transition when the older leaders retire. 

Consequently, Western-style public HRM will gain greater influence in Vietnam’s civil 

service” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). Although no statistics have been revealed, it is 

observed that there is an increasing number of graduates from Western universities 

(particularly in the US, the UK, and Australia). However, the existing interchange of 

generations can unfavourably affect policy transfer as it possibly creates a “clash” of ideas 

and slows down the transfer process. One interviewee noticed: “The old generation is 

strongly influenced by the Soviet models, while the young generation is more influenced by 

the West. The consequence is that it is difficult to accept each other’s ideas” (Author 

interview, 29 August 2019). This implies that policy transfer decisions can be affected by 

this generation gap. 
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6.3.2.2. International relations policy  

Given the external context of globalisation, technology development, and NPM movements, 

the strategies of key actors in promoting international cooperation are found to influence 

policy transfer. Firstly, the dynamics of the CPV and the Vietnamese government in 

international relations have facilitated policy transfer. As one interviewee confirmed: 

“Vietnam is a one-party country. The influence of this factor [on policy transfer] depends on 

the international relations policy of the Party” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). The CPV 

has pursued a multilateral approach in its foreign affairs. It has expanded relationships with 

not only communist parties but also other ruling parties worldwide. Up to now, the CPV has 

relationships with more than 200 parties in 115 countries (Luu & Dang, 2019). One of the 

aims of foreign affairs, as identified by the CPV, is “to make good use of external resources 

for the national development”, not only economic resources but also international experience 

in leadership and national governance (Communist Party of Vietnam, 2016). This foreign 

relations approach has created a favourable condition for policy transfer in general and 

merit-based policy transfer in particular. Significantly, the CPV’s strong connection with the 

CPC has served as a good environment for Vietnam to learn from China. At the government 

level, with diplomatic relations with 185 countries and trade and investment relations with 

more than 220 countries, the Vietnamese government has shown its openness and 

determination in global integration. The fact that “Vietnam has been successful with its policy 

of diversification and multilateralization of external relations and pro-active international 

integration” (Thayer, 2019a), has created a favourable condition for policy transfer.  

Secondly, depending on the country’s international relationships, the sources of policy 

lessons vary from time to time. As one interviewee summarised: 

“During the 1980s, Vietnam sent officers to study in the Soviet Union. 

Therefore, the influence of the Soviet Union was significant. After the collapse 
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of the Soviet Union, Vietnam had a stronger relationship with China and has 

been influenced very much by Chinese policies. Since 2005, Vietnam has 

paid more attention to sending people to study in Western countries and has 

been more open to learning from Western management models. The reason 

for this change is that in the past period, Vietnam depended much on foreign 

aid. In the recent period, Vietnam aims to balance the relationships among 

different countries…” (Author interview, 4 January 2019).  

This summary provides two important implications: 1) Vietnam’s learning from overseas 

varies from time to time depending on its relationship with partner countries; and 2) 

Vietnam’s learning from overseas is contingent on its position and aims, shifting from 

reliance on foreign donors for funding to active global integration. After a long period of 

reliance on policy lessons from the Soviet Union and China, Vietnam has expanded its 

relations and policy transfer with Western countries since the mid-2000s.  

However, due to its domestic context, they cannot rely on Western policy lessons only. 

Instead, they resort to other Asian countries with more similarities and maintain China as a 

prioritised destination for learning. As one interviewee stated:     

“Vietnam regularly organises overseas study tours, but there is a clear 

change. Before 2010, these delegations mainly came to Western countries 

with diplomatic relations such as Australia, the UK, Switzerland, Germany, 

and the US. After 2010, more delegations were sent to countries with 

similarities and with funding such as Japan, Singapore, and South Korea, 

with many funded projects from KOICA and JICA. As for China, it is a fixed 

plan that there must be at least one delegation to China per year” (Author 

interview, 3 January 2020). 
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Thirdly, the expansion of foreign relations has facilitated the movement of policy ideas into 

Vietnam and increased the receptivity of the Vietnamese leadership to overseas policies. 

As one interviewee observed:  

 “Through the mass media and overseas trips, leaders see the partner’s 

policies, and when the policy ideas are submitted to them, they accept them 

more easily. If a leader has not been overseas, it is very difficult for him to be 

convinced and this may take more time. The Vietnamese have a saying: 

Seeing is believing” (Author interview 31 December 2019). 

Through international cooperation programmes and activities, Vietnamese policymakers 

develop their foreign contacts and enhance their knowledge about policies overseas. This 

enables them to have a comparison among different policy models and be more selective in 

policy transfer. In short, a better flow of policy ideas into Vietnam, more contacts with 

overseas policy models, and enhanced knowledge about policies worldwide have increased 

Vietnamese policymakers’ receptivity and selectivity in policy transfer. Significantly, the shift 

in international relations can lead to the shift of sources for policy learning and policy 

transfer.     

6.3.3. The characteristics of merit-based policy  

The merit-based policy itself is found to be a factor that guarantees its reception in Vietnam. 

What makes merit-based policy attractive and accepted is its reputation. According to the 

perception of the Vietnamese policymakers, many components of the merit-based policy are 

“advanced”, “trendy” and practically “successful”, thus they can help to solve the domestic 

policy problems. As argued by the interviewees, merit-based policies “are advanced policies 

of the human being, which have been implemented successfully in many countries” (Author 

interview, 3 September 2019), and reflect “the suitability with the common [civil service 
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reform] trend” (Author interview, 12 September 2019). They believe that “those policies are 

successful in many countries and become a model for references” (Author interview, 3 

January 2020). Particularly, these policies “are successful in countries with similar conditions 

such as Singapore” (Author interview, 4 January 2020). Such perception about the 

reputation and the success of merit-based policy has developed the policymakers’ 

desirability to adopt it, thus facilitating policy learning and policy transfer.   

Furthermore, the merit-based policy is considered to be relatively transferable. Its 

transferability is thanks to its flexibility and compatibility. Although it is recognised that many 

of the merit-based policies and practices are developed in settings that are different from 

Vietnam’s context, these policies can be modified and adapted to suit the domestic 

condition. As one interviewee confirmed: “The application of these policies can be flexible 

and modified to suit the adopting context” (Author interview, 12 January 2020). This reflects 

the flexibility of the policy itself that facilitates the fluidity of the policy in the local context. 

Moreover, some models of the merit-based policy, particularly those from Asian countries, 

have a desired level of compatibility with the Vietnamese context. As one interviewee 

observed, “the compatibility between the exporting and importing countries is important for 

successful policy transfer” (Author interview, 2 February 2020). Vietnamese policymakers 

are aware that “the policies that have more similarities with Vietnam have more change to 

be transferred and applied” (Author interview, 9 December 2019), explaining why Vietnam 

has transferred the most from China and other Asian countries. 

One more factor that influences policy transfer is the reputation of the countries where the 

policy is implemented. The policy does not exist in a vacuum, instead, it attaches to the 

countries that develop and implement it. The findings show that Vietnam has learned merit-

based policy mainly from countries with a good reputation for development. This selective 

strategy is based on the examination of the prestige of these countries, as one interviewee 
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confirmed: “Countries that have been successful in policy implementation such as Singapore 

and Japan have a good reputation. Thanks to this, Vietnam has sent its officials to these 

countries for training…” (Author interview, 10 September 2019). To summarise, the 

reputation and the transferability of the policy and the prestige of the exporting countries are 

facilitating factors for merit-based policy transfer. These factors have made merit-based 

policy attractive, desirable, and highly acceptable in Vietnam.  

6.4. Chapter summary 

The analysis of how merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam’s civil service occurs reflects the 

complexity and diversity of policy transfer in an authoritarian setting. Firstly, it reaffirms that 

policy transfer is not a linear process. Instead, it can happen in a zigzag pattern, with 

overlapping steps conducted by different agencies but under the unified leadership of the 

ruling party. Policy transfer at the Party level serves the formulation of policy ideas for 

political leadership and direction; policy transfer at the government level is to realise and 

legalise the Party’s political agenda; and policy transfer at the National Assembly level is for 

legislation. Vietnam’s transfer activities and steps are common (Evans & Davies, 1999; 

Rose, 2005), but they are repeated at all three agencies, making policy transfer a long 

process. Importantly, they all aim at realising the Party’s direction and are conducted on a 

collective basis with the power-based coordination of relevant agencies.  

Secondly, while policy transfer in developing countries is mainly associated with coercive 

policy transfer as a result of colonialism or due to the dependence on the conditionality of 

loans (Dobbin et al., 2007; Evans, 2009b), this research shows that although Vietnam relies 

on foreign funding for civil service reform, its merit-based policy transfer is mostly voluntary, 

in which the domestic actors actively promote and totally control the process. The key role 

of the ruling party is highlighted through their decisive involvement in policy adoption and 

the influence of political factors on the whole process. This explains why Vietnam has 
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absorbed and transferred some sorts of neoliberal ideas and policies, particularly with the 

influence of IFIs (Beeson & Pham, 2012; Painter, 2005a, 2005b; Yeo & Painter, 2011). 

However, their policy transfer “owes more to domestic political and institutional realities, than 

it does to any ubiquitous, irresistible pressures for change emanating from outside the 

country” (Beeson & Pham, 2012, p. 544). 

Thirdly, there are multiple degrees of transfer in the process depending on different stages, 

but copying is never a choice. Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer consists of emulation 

at the policy idea formulation stage done by the Party; adaption and hybridisation at the 

policy formation, legislation, and implementation stages conducted by the government and 

the National Assembly. Different tactics used by the actors result in different degrees of 

transfer: emulation is done by translation, indigenisation, and norm localisation, while 

adaptation and hybridisation are managed by adjustment, modification, assembling, mixing, 

and redesigning. This depends on the key actors’ calculation of what fits best to their 

circumstances. Pragmatic calculation based on national interest was articulated in the early 

stages of reform with no intention of copying external policy models. The former Secretary 

General of the CPV, Do Muoi, stated at the 8th Plenum of the 7th NPC in 1995 that:  

“[Reform]…must be started from the practices of Vietnam, of its 

characteristics, its national traditions; concurrently it must consult and learn 

from the international achievements and experience. But it must not 

absolutely copy them and apply them exactly, as this would be harmful for 

the interest of the nation” (Painter, 2005b, p. 267).  

This has been consistently followed in Vietnam’s reform process. Policy transfer is, 

therefore, not a simple task of policy transportation. Instead, it relates to tactics and 

manoeuvres, making it an art of politics.    
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Fourthly, the research highlights the importance of domestic factors and path dependency 

in policy transfer. While external factors such as globalisation, NPM movement, and IT 

development are conducive to policy transfer, Vietnam’s internal factors present both 

facilitating and constraining effects on the process. Merit-based policy transfer is affected 

by Vietnam’s long history of both coercive and voluntary policy transfer. The transfer of 

policy elements, the degrees of transfer, and the implementation of the transferred policies 

are determined by the institutional structures that have existed for a long time, including 

political-administrative institutions (politics-administration interdependence), economic 

institutions (transition to a market economy), and administrative and civil service institutions 

(a centralised career-based system). These factors facilitate policy learning from a variety 

of sources but prevent the import of certain features of meritocracy such as political 

neutrality. They also make the implementation of some transferred policies such as position-

based recruitment or position-based payment more difficult and time-consuming. Political, 

institutional, and cultural factors are the most powerful explanations for how the transfer 

process is conducted.  

Fifthly, the findings emphasise the significance of political, institutional, and normative fit in 

policy transfer. The imperative of political fit combined with institutional factors enhances the 

import of merit-based policy from similar political and institutional settings such as China 

and constrains the transfer of policies from different settings such as Western countries. 

Vietnam’s cultural similarities with other Asian countries that are influenced by Confucianism 

enable merit-based policy transfer more from these countries than from Western countries. 

Certainly, "psychological proximity" (Rose, 1991) in time, space, culture, and ideology 

facilitates Vietnam to transfer more from Asian countries than from Western democracies. 

Contexts with the importance of political, institutional, and normative fit set the boundary 

conditions for policy transfer actors and thus influence the transfer process (Attard & Enoch, 
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2011; Tsakatika, 2012). Contextual factors are, therefore, critical as they “generate spatial 

and scalar imaginaries of how policies should travel” (Clarke et al., 2015, p. 49). 

Last but not least, while some contextual factors assert a stronger impact at certain stages 

and on certain policy elements than others, political leadership has a significant role 

throughout the process. Factors such as historical, political, institutional, and economic 

factors assert more influence on policy idea formulation and policy formation, but cultural 

and societal factors affect policy implementation more seriously. This reflects the 

significance of endogenous sources that contribute to shaping the actors’ strategies and 

goals in policy transfer. Importantly, in the authoritarian context, political leadership, 

including political determination, the “term-oriented mindset”, leadership transition, and 

international relations strategy influences decisions on when and how policy transfer is 

conducted and where lessons are sourced. This again shows the relationship between 

structure and agency in policy transfer. It demonstrates how political structures affect the 

way leaders make decisions. It indicates how cultural structures influence the policymakers’ 

perception and implementation of policy transfer. It also shows how economic factors 

condition the choices of policy models. At the same time, it illustrates how the actors 

construct the structures that are either positive or negative for policy transfer. Arguably, the 

inter-relationship between structure and agency is important as it presents both facilitating 

and hindering influences on the transfer process.  

In short, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is voluntary, as it is associated mainly with 

active policy learning. Interestingly, it is an overlapping process with the repetition of similar 

steps by different actors conducted on a collective basis. In addition, while complete copying 

is not an option, emulation, adaptation, and hybridisation are the main mechanisms of policy 

transfer. Significantly, the merit-based policy transfer process is heavily influenced by 

endogenous factors, including domestic structures such as the historical legacy, political 
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regime, culture, and socio-economic conditions, and the action of domestic agents via 

leadership, international relations strategy, and their perception of the policy. These factors 

act as both facilitating and hindering agents, making policy transfer complicated, both in the 

process and its outcomes, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 7. How does policy transfer relate to policy outcomes?  

To answer this question, this chapter employs policy transfer as an explanatory variable, in 

which policy transfer is used to explain Vietnam’s merit-based policy outcomes and how 

policy transfer relates to policy success/failures. This requires the clarification of the 

epistemological perspective concerning the measurement of policy success/failures (Marsh 

& McConnell, 2010). Therefore, this chapter begins with the presentation of an approach to 

policy transfer evaluation. It will then investigate policy outcomes in terms of the legal 

system, civil service capacity, governance efficiency, and legitimacy, and discuss the extent 

of success/failures. An analysis of the strengths and shortcomings of the policy transfer 

process with relevant causes and effects will be made to explain policy success/failures. 

After identifying the challenges to policy transfer outcomes, the chapter will identify the styles 

of policy transfer adopted by Vietnamese leadership to explain the mixed outcomes of policy 

transfer.       

7.1. An approach to the evaluation of policy transfer 

To evaluate policy transfer, four important issues need to be considered. The first issue is 

what is to be evaluated. Despite a variety of approaches to policy transfer evaluation, the 

literature shows two main streams: 1) evaluation of the success/failures of the transfer 

process itself; and 2) evaluation of the success/failures of the transferred policy. The former 

examines uninformed transfer, incomplete transfer, and inappropriate transfer (Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 2000), and the successful adoption, formal adoption, and non-adoption of a policy 

(Minkman et al., 2018). The latter is more concerned with the effectiveness, efficiency, and 

influence of the transferred policy (Evans, 2009b; Marsh & Sharman, 2009). Fundamentally, 

the former is more the cause of the latter. For example, it is important to know whether 

uninformed, incomplete, or inappropriate transfer leads to policy failure (Dolowitz & Marsh, 
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2000). Therefore, this research focuses on analysing the success/failures of the transferred 

policy and using the transfer process to explain these outcomes.  

Secondly, the questions of success or failure for whom and in what sense should be 

seriously taken into consideration. It is because the justification of policy transfer success or 

failure is very much dependent on the subjective point of view the “evaluators” adopt 

(Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). Particularly, the evaluation of policy outcomes “may reflect power 

relations and be different for different individuals/groups” (Marsh & Sharman, 2009, p. 284). 

As such, it is important to clarify and keep in mind who is doing the evaluation and for what 

purpose. In this study, policy success/failures are judged based on the perception of the 

policymakers and policy implementers. This is done by reviewing the CPV and the 

government’s official documents and interviews. The judgment criteria are based on the 

goals set for the policy to assess if these goals are achieved or not. The results are then 

linked to the key actors’ motivations when promoting policy transfer to see if policy transfer 

is successful. This approach thus considers that given that merit-based policy transfer is 

controlled by the CPV, policies that are evaluated as being successful can also be judged 

as failures in other aspects/approaches. In addition, policy success/failures are assessed 

based on the interpretation of the beholders depending on many factors, including their 

perception, beliefs, and objectives (Fischer, 2003). While it is recognised that policymakers 

may have a vested interest in evaluating their policies as successful, the diversity of 

respondents, including those who retired and those who implement the policies rather than 

only those who make them, can facilitate critical and multi-directional perspectives, rather 

than one-sided assessment. 

Thirdly, as policy transfer is not an “all-or-nothing” process (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 13), 

there should be an examination of different levels or degrees of the transfer outcomes. 

Policy outcomes are often somewhere in between success and failure, and policy “has 
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multiple dimensions, often succeeding in some respects but not in others, according to facts 

and their interpretation” (McConnell, 2010, p. 345). McConnell (2010) categorises policy 

success/failure into three dimensions, including process, programme, and politics. This 

thesis considers process success/failure as an explanatory variable for the success/failure 

of transferred policies that are judged in terms of programme and politics. Programmatic 

success/failure relates more to effectiveness, efficiency, and resilience; and political 

success/failure refers to the political influence of the policies and policymakers (Marsh & 

McConnell, 2010). Particularly, evaluation results can be contradicting as a policy can be 

seen as being successful programmatically but not politically and vice versa (McConnell, 

2010) or “a policy can ‘succeed’ on one dimension, or for one set of people, while ‘failing’ on 

another dimension, or for another set of people” (Marsh & Evans, 2012b, p. 589). Focusing 

on programmatic and political success/failures, this research will use some evaluating 

indicators that are derived from the collected data and developed during data analysis, 

including the legal system, civil service capacity, governance and development, legitimacy, 

and corruption.    

Fourthly, explanations of the reasons why policy transfer produces policy success/failures 

play a vital role in comprehending the nature of the transfer process. Therefore, this chapter 

will also identify the challenges to policy transfer outcomes in the Vietnamese context, 

focusing on the deliberate acts of policy actors, including mock compliance and politicisation, 

and the limits of learning. Significantly, this research attempts to elaborate on the style of 

policy transfer that is adopted by the Vietnamese leadership, in which the relevance between 

strategies and outcomes is emphasised to show why a particular style of policy transfer can 

bring about policy success/failures in a particular context.    
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7.2. Evaluation of programmatic and political outcomes 

According to McConnell (2010), a policy is assessed as a success or a failure depending on 

whether the goals that proponents set out are achieved or not and the significance of 

criticism/opposition and support it receives. This section reviews the goals set by the CPV 

and the Vietnamese government when promoting meritocracy in the civil service, including 

strengthening its legal system, enhancing civil service capacity, promoting governance 

efficiency and development, and maintaining legitimacy. Accordingly, this section highlights 

the programmatic and political dimensions of policy transfer outcomes.     

7.2.1. Strengthening the legal system 

The goal of improving the legal system regarding meritocracy in the civil service is explicitly 

mentioned in both the Party’s and the government’s documents. “Standardising” (chuẩn 

hóa), “improving” (hoàn thiện), and “systematising” (đồng bộ) legal documents in civil service 

management are among the focus of civil service and cadre affairs reform (Central Party 

Committee, 1997, 2018a; Prime Minister, 2012). Through merit-based policy transfer and 

reform, Vietnam has had a comprehensive system of merit-based legal documents, 

including the two laws issued in 2008 and 2010 which were amended in 2019. As observed 

by one interviewee, Vietnam has issued many Party resolutions and government regulations 

regarding meritocracy, including policies that are close to the world’s “best practices” such 

as competitive examinations, talent attraction, and contract-based employment (Author 

interview, 17 January 2019). Additionally, the legal system of meritocracy at the local level 

has also been developed. One interviewee stated that “many localities have their own HRM 

policies based on their distinctiveness and capacity” (Author interview, 20 January 2020). 

The most recent report by MOHA shows that the majority of cities and provinces have their 

own talent attraction policies and regulations in place (MOHA, 2020).  
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It can be argued that the aim of strengthening the legal system is mostly achieved in terms 

of standardisation and improvement. However, for systemisation, there is still a discrepancy 

between the central and the local legal systems. The lack of decentralisation is an example. 

As one interviewee complained: “The promotion policy still depends too much on the 

regulations of the central government. There is no flexibility to suit the local context” (Author 

interview, 3 January 2019). The lack of clarity and applicability is another problem. One 

interviewee from a public service agency indicated that: “The performance appraisal policy 

is not clear and practical…; the criteria for assessment cannot be quantified” (Author 

interview, 4 January 2019). Despite these loopholes, overall, the aim of developing a 

comprehensive legal system for meritocracy has been achieved, as evaluated by an 

interviewee: “Vietnam is not behind any country in terms of [meritocratic] policy. The issue 

is about policy implementation, not the policy” (Author interview, 17 January 2019).     

7.2.2. Improving the civil service capacity 

By conducting merit-based policy transfer, the CPV and the Vietnamese government 

primarily aim to develop a virtuous and competent cadre of public officials. While the criteria 

of virtue are hard to measure, the criteria of competence and capacity can be evaluated in 

multiple ways, including qualifications and performance. Statistics show that since the 

issuance of the 2008 Law, the quality of Vietnam’s public officials has improved remarkably. 

In 2012, 56% of Vietnamese cadres and civil servants had bachelor and higher degrees 

(including 4.1% postgraduates), but this number increased to 86% in 2016 (including 11.3% 

postgraduates) (Standing Committee of the National Assembly, 2013; Supervision 

Delegation, 2017). Regarding performance, a report by MOHA shows that in 2018, over 

96% of the civil servants were assessed as “good and excellent performers” (Minh & Luan, 

2019). Although this result remains a matter of debate, it shows that improvement in the 

quality of the civil servants is positively linked to their performance.  
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According to the CPV, the majority of public officials have a solid political stance, good 

virtues, and improved competence, and can fulfil their duties. They are “dynamic, creative, 

adaptable to the globalisation and can work in the international environment” (Central Party 

Committee, 2018a, p. 45). However, the Party also recognises that they lack good leaders, 

managers, scientists, and leading experts in many areas. The CPV’s assessment also 

shows that a proportion of cadres “are incompetent and not professional” and have “moral 

and political degradation” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 47). This indicates that the 

above achievements are far from expectations and policy transfer outcomes are mixed. 

These mixed outcomes are attributed to both achievements and weaknesses in talent 

attraction policy, and recruitment and promotion examinations.    

The talent attraction policy with many scholarship programmes is seen to be a success but 

is not without flaws. For example, the Danang Scholarship Programme is assessed to be 

useful as it “has provided the city with a contingent of young qualified and English competent 

public officials” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). A report by the Danang DOHA confirms 

that the trained human resources meet the demand for high-quality personnel for many key 

sectors (Danang Department of Home Affairs, 2019). However, achievements come with 

limitations. As one interviewee observed: 

 “Vietnam now has a qualified trained workforce but how to use them 

effectively is a big issue… I saw many excellent graduates from international 

universities who were very excited to return home to work for the country, but 

the reality is that Vietnam has not used them effectively... Therefore, after 

several years of working in public organisations, many of them said that they 

have to leave… The Party and the government have not established a good 

system to use this workforce effectively. Overall, Vietnam has not had a good 
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environment and conditions for talents... This is a “bottleneck”…” (Author 

interview, 17 January 2019). 

Considering the Danang Scholarship Programme, 22% of 613 scholarship recipients have 

quit (Danang Department of Home Affairs, 2019). The main reason that these recipients 

leave the public sector is in search for a higher-income job with a better working 

environment. This issue has existed for over a decade as raised by UNDP: “It is still difficult 

for the public sector to recruit and retain talented people, and to provide decent salaries 

which cover living expenses in a middle-income country context” (Public Administration 

International, 2011, p. 1). This indicates that while talent attraction programmes provide the 

public sector with a better contingent of public officials, the inability to use and remunerate 

them effectively leads to the failure to retain them. Consequently, “brain drain” becomes a 

challenge to the efficiency of these programmes.  

Another example of mixed outcomes is competitive recruitment. It is widely acknowledged 

that entry examinations have significantly changed the civil service system as they “shifted 

the mechanism of centralised distribution of graduates and the planned assignment of tasks 

to the mechanism of competitive examinations for selection of talented people” (Nguyen, 

2018a, p. 22). However, in reality, “highly qualified candidates (both professionally and 

morally) are not always selected” (Author interview, 6 January 2019). The cause of this 

shortcoming is mainly due to the way examinations are conducted, as one interviewee 

observed: “Recruitment is still on the basis of ‘filling the space’… The candidates have to 

satisfy only some of the recruitment requirements. Recruitment and selection are general 

and formalist” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). MOHA admitted that it is hard to recruit 

talented persons due to the ambiguity of job position descriptions and the difficulty of having 

"appropriate" examination questions for all positions (MOHA, 2018a, 2018b).  
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Similarly, promotion examinations have produced mixed results. At a review meeting held 

in April 2020, MOHA said that promotion examinations have helped to recruit virtuous and 

competent people who contribute to the change of their organisations (Tuan, 2020a). At the 

same time, many shortcomings of the policy were also indicated, including the concern 

about a mechanism to attract more talented persons to sit these examinations and to avoid 

“legalising” candidates that are already chosen by the authorised agencies. An interviewee 

shared the same view:   

 “Promotion examinations to select leaders and managers have been held to 

attract talents and create an equally competitive environment. The promotion 

procedures have been reformed to overcome close and biased procedures. 

However, the implementation is not comprehensive. It seems that 

examinations are just typical examples to showcase “a reform” because in 

practice, promotions are mainly carried out with the traditional method, 

creating favourable conditions for corruption, lobbying, and lack of 

transparency and democracy (Author interview, 10 January 2019).    

Consequently, despite examinations, highly qualified candidates are not always selected. 

This explains that while the civil service quality has been considerably improved, 

weaknesses persist. PAR 2020-2030 still sets the goal of building a merit-based civil service 

with open, competitive, democratic, and transparent recruitment and promotion 

mechanisms, demonstrating that a merit-based civil service system has not yet fully 

succeeded.      

7.2.3. Promoting efficient governance and better development  

The move towards meritocracy has resulted in increasing competency of the civil service 

and consequently has had a positive influence on Vietnam’s development. Over the past 
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three decades, Vietnam has transformed from one of the world’s poorest countries with a 

per capita income of below US$100 in 1986, to a middle-income country with a per capita 

income of US$2,785 in 2020 (World Bank, 2015, 2020a). Vietnam has maintained a GDP 

growth rate of more than 7% per year for many years before the outbreak of the pandemic. 

With this pace of development, Vietnam is considered as one of Southeast Asia's fastest-

growing economies. Its development record “is unsurpassed by any country during the past 

30 years, with the exception of China” (World Bank, 2015). Its growth rate is also comparable 

to other developed countries (see Figure 7.1). These achievements could not occur without 

the effective governance of an administration with an increasingly competent civil service. 

Vietnam’s government effectiveness indicator has a year-on-year average growth rate 

of 84.44% from 1996 to 2019, and since 2014, it has been situated above the world median 

indicator (World Bank, 2019). 

 

One of the goals of learning from overseas is to transform the nation’s development model 

to keep up with other countries in the region. The notion of a “developmental state” emerged 

in the 2010s. The Economic Advisory Group for the former Prime Minister Nguyen Tan 
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Dung, led by the former Minister of Trade, economic expert Truong Dinh Tuyen, and the 

former Deputy Secretary of the National Assembly Office, Dr. Nguyen Sy Dung, proposed 

this notion. However, it is not until recently that the “developmental state” model was brought 

to attention in formal debates. At the Vietnam Reform and Development Forum in 

September 2019, Dr. Nguyen Sy Dung insisted that due to cultural similarities, Vietnam 

should follow the “developmental state” model of North-Eastern Asian countries such as 

Japan, South Korea, and China (Ky et al., 2019). He indicated that Vietnam has not achieved 

comparable development like these North-Eastern Asian countries because it has focused 

on developing state-owned enterprises instead of promoting big private economic and 

industrial corporations, and lacked a merit-based administration (Thuy, 2019). According to 

Dr. Nguyen Sy Dung, Vietnam has been learning from these countries, particularly in public 

administration reform, but policy transfer is only halfway. Consequently, Vietnam’s 

administrative system currently looks like a “halfway moulting silkworm” (Minh, 2019). Whilst 

it is acknowledged that Vietnam will not be able to follow Western development models, 

there is also suspicion that it is difficult for Vietnam to copy the Japanese or Korean models 

due to institutional differences (Ky et al., 2019). 

Vietnamese policymakers are aware of this obstacle and the attraction of the successful 

East Asian models. They have been trying to learn from these partners but what has been 

learned and transferred is limited.  One interviewee regretted:  

“We have good relationships with Japan, but we have not learned much from 

them. Recently, there have been many delegations to Japan, and JICA also 

has projects to train Vietnamese leaders. Hopefully, this will support further 

policy transfer in the coming time” (Author interview, 3 January 2020).   

The CPV’s political report at the 13th NPC indicates that “the development gap with other 

countries in the region remains big”. The concern of Vietnamese policymakers is “why are 
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North-Eastern Asian countries so successful when pursuing the developmental state 

model?” (Author interview, 3 January 2020), while Vietnam has not achieved that level of 

development. The answer is also given:  

“This development model requires an elite group of civil servants recruited by 

competitive examinations. However, in Vietnam, such an examination system 

does not exist. Instead, a “formalised” examination system is implemented... 

No [independent] examination body is maintained like Singapore, Taiwan, or 

Japan” (Author interview, 3 January 2020).  

This observation shows that the limitations in implementing a truly competitive examination 

system and the lack of institutional strength have hindered the acquisition of talents for the 

civil service, which challenges the aim of achieving the desired development model.  

In short, the mixed outcomes of policy transfer are reflected in Vietnam’s advancement in 

economic development, and at the same time the inability to gain the desired development 

model. The CPV also explicitly recognised the mixture of both achievements and 

shortcomings of meritocratic reform as follows:  

“The improvement of cadres over the past 20 years is the key and decisive 

factor for the great and historical achievements of reform… However, the 

weaknesses of a proportion of cadres and the limitations of cadre affairs are 

among the causes that hinder the nation’s development to the level that is 

compatible with our potentials, strengths, and expectations…” (Central Party 

Committee, 2018a, p. 50).   
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7.2.4. Enhancing legitimacy 

As mentioned earlier, the overarching goal of merit-based policy transfer is enhancing the 

legitimacy of the governing regime. Some studies have found that communist regimes gain 

their legitimacy from a combination of various sources, but socio-economic performance 

“could be regarded as the single most important source from which communist regimes 

derive their legitimacy” (Holmes and White, cited in Hiep, 2012, p.151). With Vietnam’s 

remarkable economic development and political stability, the CPV has been able to restore 

and maintain its legitimacy, of the performance-based kind (Hiep, 2012; Thayer, 2017). 

Particularly, changes in Vietnam’s recruitment and promotion procedures toward being more 

merit-based have earned the CPV a greater degree of legitimacy compared to the old ways 

of personnel acquisition. As one interviewee elaborated: “Talents are respected…; 

competitive [promotion] examinations where candidates have to present publicly has a good 

impact on the public…” (Author interview, 7 January 2020). When the public sees that 

selection into the administration is more transparent and competitive, they have more trust 

in its operation.  

Significantly, employing meritocratic principles to fight against corruption is a tool for the 

Vietnamese leadership to enhance legitimacy. Deputy Inspector General Tran Ngoc Liem 

said in a recent media interview that breakthroughs in Vietnam’s recent anti-corruption 

campaign are attributed to “the reform of cadre affairs towards democracy, equity, 

objectivity, publicity, transparency, legitimacy and the guarantee of the Party’s leadership,… 

resulting in the reduction of running for post and power and group benefits” (Tung, 2021). At 

a national meeting on anti-corruption in December 2020, the CPV Secretary General 

Nguyen Phu Trong announced that according to a social survey conducted by the Central 

Party Propaganda and Training Commission, 93% of the participants show their confidence 

in the Party’s leadership in anti-corruption (Nguyen, 2020a). The past ten years have also 
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witnessed substantial improvement in Vietnam’s Corruption Index ranking, from 112/180 in 

2011 to 87/180 in 2021 (Transparency International, 2021). This improvement is partly owed 

to reforms in cadre affairs, including increasing meritocracy in the civil service.            

In addition, enhanced meritocracy has helped to strengthen and promote the regime’s 

“responsive competence” (Peters & Pierre, 2004, p. 4). With 72.55% of cadres and civil 

servants being party members (Supervision Delegation, 2017), the CPV can guarantee that 

laws, regulations, and action programmes are in line with their orientation and ideals. For 

example, given the PAR’s goal of building a democratic, clean, strong, and modern 

administration system, the first principle is that “PAR must be carried out based on the 

Party’s resolutions and principles regarding building its political system, reforming the 

Party’s leadership and improving the Party’s role” (Central Party Committee, 2007). 

Increasing meritocracy has improved the CPV’s capacity in policy formulation and the 

government’s policy formation and implementation. The CPV confirms that the majority of 

their leaders and managers “have the capacity to figure out direction, formulate policies, and 

lead and manage policy implementation” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 45). This 

“strengthens the confidence of the cadres, party members and the public in the Party and 

the government” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 45).   

Particularly, given the fact that policy transfer has made Vietnam’s merit-based policies 

increasingly similar to those of China, the rapid development of China is seen as an 

opportunity for the CPV to enhance its legitimacy because “it proves that the one-party state 

is also a model for development” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). This implies that merit-

based policy transfer, with the adoption of competence and political virtues as well as 

meritocracy under the supreme leadership of the communist party - which proves to be 

successful in China - is helping the CPV to maintain its legitimacy as it promises similar 

potential development for Vietnam.        
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Despite the above gains, however, the CPV’s legitimacy is also challenged by suspicion and 

dissatisfaction with the efficiency of merit-based policies and persistent corruption. 

Suspicion relates to the efficiency of meritocracy in the party-state system, where there is 

no separation of politics and administration. As one interviewee expressed: “In Vietnam, 

politics is not separated from administration, thus meritocracy is not clear” (Author interview, 

7 March 2020). The concern about a truly merit-based system exists because “equity and 

competitiveness are difficult to be assessed” (Author interview, 21 August 2019). This 

implies that although the Vietnamese leadership is keen on promoting meritocracy, the 

institutional structure to ensure meritocracy does not guarantee confidence in their efforts. 

Additionally, despite the recognition that increasing meritocracy has helped to deter 

corruption, the level of corruption in cadre affairs remains an issue. At a seminar in January 

2018, the CPV General Secretary said that: “Running for the posts, running for power and 

corruption have appeared in many stages of the cadre affairs, from selecting people for 

training to succession planning, transfer, assessment, and promotion, thus resulting in the 

appointment of family members and relatives without meeting selection criteria” (Van, 2019). 

However, measures to deal with these types of corruption have not yet effectively deployed. 

This has caused “frustration and discontent” in the public as recognised by the former COC 

Chairman (Pham, 2018c), posing challenges to the Party’s leadership. 

7.2.5. A mixture of conflicted programmatic success and resilient political success 

As summarised in Table 7.1, the outcomes of merit-based policy transfer are mixed with 

both success and limitations. The first three goals (developing the legal system, improving 

the civil service capacity, and enhancing governance efficiency and development) can be 

categorised as programme outcomes, and the final goal (legitimacy) is associated with the 

political dimension. According to McConnell’s (2010) classification of the levels of success 

and failure, I argue that Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has gained “conflicted 
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success” in terms of programme and “resilient success” regarding politics. Conflicted 

programme success is justified when the policy goals are achieved in some respects but 

“but accompanied by unexpected and controversial problems” (McConnell, 2010, p. 354). 

The analysis shows that Vietnam’s policy transfer has achieved the main aspects in the 

goals of strengthening its legal system, improving the civil service capacity, and promoting 

governance efficiency and development. However, drawbacks persist, including the 

discrepancy between the central and the local legal system and the lack of clarity and 

applicability, “brain drain” in the public sector and limitations in talent acquisition, and 

consequently the development gap with countries in the region. 

Table 7.1. Evaluation of merit-based policy transfer outcomes 
 
         Outcomes  
 
Evaluation 

 
Program – Conflicted success 

 
Politics – Resilient success 

 
 

Success 

- A comprehensive legal system 
that is close to the world’s “best 
practices” 
- Improved capacity of the civil 
service 
- High development growth rate 

- Performance-based 
legitimacy 
- Increasing trust in anti-
corruption 
- Confidence in the one-party 
state model   

 
 

Limitations 

- Discrepancy between central 
and local legal system; some lack 
of clarity and applicability 
- “Brain drain”, unable to recruit 
talents from outside the Party 
- Development gap with regional 
countries 

- Dissatisfaction with the lack 
of competitiveness 
- Suspicion about efficiency of 
meritocracy in the party-state 
system 
- Continuing corruption 

 

Specifically, while recruitment and promotion policies have achieved some levels of success 

such as being more open and competitive, they have not produced radical changes to the 

status quo. In the words of an interviewee,  

“Recruitment and selection procedures are more open, public, and 

competitive, which increases the chance to recruit competent persons. 
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However, with the current selection process, the appointment is made to 

ensure continuity and hierarchy, but not a breakthrough for the best 

candidates” (Author interview, 29 August 2019).  

Consequently, reforms “have helped to change and improve public HRM greatly compared 

to previously..., [but] the effectiveness is not as expected” (Author interview, 6 September 

2019).  

Additionally, while qualifications are used as measures of civil service capacity, too much 

emphasis on qualifications rather than actual competence has also been subject to criticism. 

Deputy Minister of Home Affairs indicated that civil service recruitment pays more attention 

to qualifications and degrees than to practical capacity, leading to the weaknesses in civil 

service quality and missing the opportunity to attract talents to the civil service (Nguyen, 

2011). Therefore, the merit-based recruitment policy is appropriate, but the gap between 

policy and policy implementation is still significant with so much emphasis on qualification 

instead of actual competence (Nguyen, 2018b). The abolishment of some required 

qualifications for teachers recently has raised the idea that there should be “changes of 

[personnel] management based on qualifications (formality) towards management based on 

merits (competence)” (Dinh, 2020). Indeed, changes are taking place, but they are “slow 

compared to the demand” (Author interview, 14 September 2019).   

Critical reviews also indicate that a truly meritocratic system has not been fully achieved due 

to the existence of many problems, particularly relating to patronage, cronyism, and a 

formalistic “waved” approach to reform (Acuña-Alfaro & Tran, 2016, p. 371; Benedikter, 

2016, p. 27). Corruption, particularly in selling power, buying seats, or bribes in recruitment 

or promotion, is detected as a “systemic problem” (Gainsborough et al., 2009). The import 

and reform of merit-based policy, which was expected to deal with these problems, have not 

produced substantive solutions. Therefore, along with the partial achievement of goals, there 
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are “high profile examples” of what has not been achieved (McConnell, 2010, p. 354), such 

as the desired level of competitiveness in recruitment and promotion, competence 

emphasis, or talent retention. This conflicted success is elaborated as follows: “Meritocracy 

is successful to some extent. However, there are also some areas where the application of 

meritocracy is not substantive” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). Policy transfer has not 

fully effectuated the objectives of reform. 

In terms of politics, despite some suspicion and dissatisfaction with the outcomes of the 

transferred policy, broadly, the CPV and the government have gained more support from 

the public for their efforts in making the civil service merit-based and combating corruption. 

Therefore, I argue that they have achieved resilient political success. Resilient political 

success is gained when the outcomes of policy transfer are favourable to the key actor’s 

“reputation enhancement with only minor setbacks”, with their capacity to lead and govern 

“unperturbed” and “broad trajectory unimpeded” (McConnell, 2010, p. 356). The CPV insists 

that the trust of the people is vital to the regime’s well-being, so they must “rely on the people 

to build the Party and to develop a calibre of cadres” (Central Party Committee, 2018a, p. 

56). An increasingly merit-based civil service would be able to help them to cement their 

legitimacy. However, by resilient success, it does not mean that their legitimacy and political 

stronghold are guaranteed if weaknesses in the cadre affairs are not overcome. It is because 

persistent weaknesses have “constrained the potentials and advantages for the national 

development goals, eroded the people’s trust in the Party and the State; diminished the 

prestige, leadership, and strength of the Party, and threatened the well-being of the Party 

and the regime” (Pham, 2018c). Therefore, resilient political success will not be sustainable 

if the programme success is not maintained and improved.  
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7.3. Policy transfer process – an explanation for mixed policy transfer outcomes 

Process is defined as “the stages of policymaking in which issues emerge and are framed, 

options are explored, interests are consulted and decisions made” (Marsh & McConnell, 

2010, p. 572). As mentioned in Chapter 3, this research breaks the merit-based policy 

transfer into six stages: identifying problems, searching for policy lessons, conducting 

transfer activities, evaluating the possibility of transfer, deciding to transfer, and 

implementing transferred policies. Accordingly, the evaluation of the policy transfer process 

will trace the achievements and the limitations of these stages. In particular, the process 

success/failure can be judged based on indicators such as legitimacy in the formation of 

choices, the passage of legislation, support of a sufficient coalition, innovation, and influence 

(Marsh & McConnell, 2010, p. 571). This section will examine the merit-based policy transfer 

process with both strengths and loopholes, arguing that the process has gained a kind of 

“conflicted success” (McConnell, 2010). The policy transfer process has been carried out in 

a consistent and coordinated manner, allowing the transferred policy to be adopted 

legislatively. However, it has many constraints and is rationally bounded, which has resulted 

in some cases of incomplete, inappropriate, and non-transfers.  

7.3.1. A coordinated and consistent process 

The analysis of how policy transfer happens shows that the transfer process is coordinated 

by three key agencies: the Party, the government, and the National Assembly. The formation 

of choice (definition of problems and identification of solutions) is through a political process 

with the CPV’s resolutions and a legal process of the National Assembly’s passing and the 

government’s issuance. This is a strong process as it ensures political determination (and 

leadership), public support (through the normative work of the National Assembly), and the 

legitimacy of the governance. The findings show no opposition to the policy adopted as well 

as the process of adoption. The process is successful in the sense that transferred policies 



 
229 

 

were passed and issued in laws and regulations without contention. As one interviewee 

elaborated: “The policy-making process in Vietnam is different from many countries: The 

National Assembly and the government make laws under the leadership and direction of the 

Party. 90% of the law drafts are therefore approved” (Author interview, 2 January 2020).  

Additionally, merit-based policy transfer is a consistent process. It starts with a “consistent 

direction” of the Party from the policy formulation stage (Author interview, 3 January 2020) 

to the implementation stage (Author interview, 12 January 2020). Deviation from the original 

direction is rare as policy development and implementation must be in accordance with the 

Party’s original direction. Throughout the process of policy transfer, measures to improve 

the efficiency of learning have also been taken. For example, in sending delegations abroad 

for policy learning, one interviewee confirmed that “more focus is on quality. There is a 

commitment with partners. The number of participants is more limited, not more than 10 

persons per delegation, and they are selected carefully” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). 

The concerted efforts of responsible agencies and the consistency under the Party’s 

leadership are key to the effectiveness of the process.   

7.3.2. Problems of process – constraints and bounded rationality 

Although the process is effective in terms of leadership, coordination, and policy issuance, 

there are loopholes in the stages of conducting transfer activities, evaluating the possibility 

of transfer, and implementing transferred policies. Firstly, transfer activities have many 

weaknesses due to the capacity constraints to learn. For example, the period in which 

delegations are sent abroad is short due to financial constraints, thus hindering in-depth 

policy research. One interviewee who joined such a delegation explained: “What is learned 

is limited due to short time, and thus [we] cannot learn to the depth of the issues” (Author 

interview, 2 January 2020). In addition, in some cases, the goal of policy transfer through 
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these delegations is unclear and the participants are not in the position to make policy 

transfer. One interviewee gave an example as follows: 

 “Project 165 sends many delegations abroad to learn, but the localities do 

not see the goal of policy learning and policy transfer, thus they send those 

who are going to retire as a form of “remuneration” in combination with 

“holiday”. Whether the lessons learned are applied or not is unknown, and 

once the application is in place, whether they are effective or not is also 

unknown” (Author interview, 7 March 2020).  

This reality was also acknowledged by the Project 165 management board. The Head of the 

Project Office indicated that: “Limited efficiency is caused by a short time of training, training 

through translators… Some participants are not clear in their training demands. They do not 

pay attention to learning objectives, instead, they think that these are vacation tours. Some 

agencies nominate trainees as a form of “doing a favour”…” (Nguyen, 2015b). Cases of bad 

quality study tours or making use of study tours for personal purposes such as vacation are 

not uncommon in many other areas (Vinh, 2018). This leads to the fact that “not enough 

attention is paid to the training content or programmes, but more on qualification and 

reimbursement… Therefore, the level of application after each training programme is limited” 

(Author interview, 3 September 2020).  

Secondly, the evaluation of the external lessons is to some extent rationally bounded. This 

is reflected in the respondents’ concern regarding the lack of a theoretical background when 

approaching external pubic HRM ideas and the limited comprehension of the policy’s 

contextual factors due to insufficient policy information. Despite many learning activities, it 

is acknowledged that there is a lack of systematic research into HRM theories. One 

interviewee said: “There are many activities for policy learning and transfer, however no 

theory of public HRM has been adopted” (Author interview, 3 January 2019). This has led 
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to limitations in the practical implementation of the transferred policy. For example, 

“recruitment is made to fill in a vacancy designed in a career-based system rather than 

developing a position in a truly position-based system or a career-based and position-based 

combined system” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). This indicates that the lack of 

theoretical groundwork has a negative impact on the evaluation and implementation of policy 

ideas.     

In addition, while understanding the context in which a foreign policy is operated is critical 

to successful policy adoption, in some cases, Vietnamese policymakers do not have 

sufficient information about how the policy works in the original context. This limitation is 

caused by many factors, such as language barriers (Author interview, 5 February 2020) and 

a lack of “comprehensiveness and common awareness in adopting foreign models” with 

“most of the overseas delegations being superficial, not going into details” (Author interview, 

29 August 2019). Consequently, “some basic elements of the policy are not transferred, and 

there is a lack of consideration of the differences between the policy and the Vietnamese 

context” (Author interview, 12 January 2020). The poorer the quality of policy information, 

the less likely the policy is transferred successfully.   

Thirdly, although some policies are adopted successfully in the legal system, their realisation 

does not produce the expected outcomes due to the weaknesses in the policy 

implementation stage. According to Van Meter and Van Horn’s (1975) model of policy 

implementation, the findings show that the implementation of Vietnam’s merit-based policies 

has weaknesses in enforcement activities and the manipulation of implementing agencies. 

The implementation of promotion examinations is an example. At present, the methods of 

promotion are still an uneasy combination of the old and the new: the traditional form is 

based on personnel planning and internal voting; the reformed version is through 

competitive examinations. This causes many problems in promotion, especially where 
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authorised persons and agencies want to take advantage of the traditional promotion for 

their own benefits (Dinh, 2019).  

Institutional weaknesses are negative to policy efficiency. As one interviewee indicated: “The 

key issue is that there is no authority to require or force the implementation of any particular 

models… Therefore, to make the learning process more efficient, there should be a decision 

or regulation regarding policy transfer” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). Particularly, the 

absence of a supervising agency is considered as a cause of weaknesses in policy 

implementation. One interviewee said: “There is no mechanism for successful application… 

Vietnam can learn but may not be able to put in practice; there is no supervising body” 

(Author interview, 5 January 2019). To summarise, problems relating to enforcement in 

policy implementation are a big concern as stated by an interviewee: “Regarding laws, I 

think Vietnam has enough laws in this area… However, the management system is not 

uniformed and coherent. Discipline is not strict enough…” (Author interview, 17 January 

2019). 

7.3.3. Cases of incomplete transfer, inappropriate transfer, and non-transfer 

Problems with the transfer process have led to a number of incomplete transfer, 

inappropriate transfer, and non-transfer cases. Incomplete transfer happens when the 

policymakers import only some elements of the original policy while failing to adopt some 

other elements. The talent attraction policy is an example. Modelled from Singapore and 

China, Vietnam has had good policies to recruit talents into the public sector with 

scholarships, but has not done much to retain them, particularly with a competitive payment 

policy as is done in Singapore. One interviewee observed:  

“The current merit-based policies are effective but only for the short term. The 

talent attraction policy has been implemented but the subsequent 
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remuneration cannot retain talents in the public sector for a long time… Talent 

attraction policy learned from Singapore is not successful in Vietnam, 

because Vietnam does not have good remuneration policy like Singapore” 

(Author interview, 4 February 2020).  

In addition, Vietnam has not focused on creating the sort of a motivating working 

environment for talent as other countries have. One interviewee stated: “The overseas 

training policy also has its problem when the public agencies are not attractive enough for 

the graduates to come back and work” (Author interview, 10 September 2019). The failure 

to import the full package of talent attraction policy, including both selection and retention, 

has reduced the efficiency of such programmes in Vietnam. 

Cases of inappropriate transfer are also detected. The application of the 360-degree 

assessment is an example. The original model is from the West where cultural factors such 

as frank and direct judgment are emphasised rather than relationship preference. This 

makes the transferred policy less feasible in the Vietnamese context where subordinates 

rarely have frank and direct judgments of their superiors. An interviewee explained:  

“… the Party’s Decision No. 132 regarding 360-degree performance appraisal 

has been amended. I think these regulations… are not suitable because of the 

relevant relationship in the Vietnamese culture. In the Vietnamese culture, it is 

not easy to indicate who is not capable of fulfilling their duties. It is because 

Vietnam favours relationship and sentiment while the West is more with 

rationality” (Author interview, 29 August 2019).  

The lack of understanding about how the policy works in the original context has led to 

inappropriate transfer, resulting in the changes of the regulations only after a short time of 

implementation. Incomplete and inappropriate transfers are due to “the lack of information 
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about policy implementation; the failure to transfer the core elements of the policies; the lack 

of attention to the differences between the policies and the Vietnamese real context” (Author 

interview, 12 September 2019). 

There are also cases of non-transfer due to practical constraints such as a lack of resources 

or compatibility. Non-transfers are "all transfers that were considered but never initiated or 

that were initiated but aborted along the way” (Minkman et al., 2018, p. 234). These cases 

of non-transfer do not, however, fall into the category of non-transfer due to the perception 

of “negative lessons” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996) nor do they relate to domestic antecedents 

or innovation (Evans & Davies, 1999). Instead, they are attractive policy options that 

Vietnam policymakers are interested in exploring but are not able to adopt due to practical 

constraints. A typical example is the effort to transfer the performance-based payment 

scheme. With the support of UNDP experts, in 2014, Danang DOHA developed a payment 

proposal based on 3P (position, person, performance) and submitted it to MOHA and the 

Ministry of Finance. However, this proposal was not approved because  “... this is a new 

issue without precedent. It has a great impact on the current regulations and requires a 

distinctive mechanism to ensure long term implementation" (Danang People's Committee 

and UNDP, 2017, p. 8). UNDP has also been involved in many projects regarding salary 

reform in Vietnam’s public sector (MOLISA, 2012). However, radical changes in the payment 

scheme, particularly the transfer of performance-based payment, are still far from reality.  

To summarise, there are a number of incomplete, inappropriate, and non-transfers. 

Incomplete transfers are reflected in multiple dimensions. What is transferred is a single 

policy rather than a set of policies. Within a single policy, some elements (such as selection) 

are imported, but not others (such as retention). Moreover, more attention is paid to policy 

design (law and regulations) but less to policy implementation (enforcement). Inappropriate 
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and non-transfers are mainly caused by the lack of compatibility. These explain why Vietnam 

has only achieved a sort of conflicted programme success.  

7.4. The significance of challenges and strategies to policy transfer outcomes  

Apart from the characteristics of the policy transfer process that are attributed to the mixed 

outcomes of policy transfer, the findings reveal three main challenges that affect merit-based 

policy transfer outcomes in a disadvantageous way, including mock compliance, 

politicisation, and the limits of learning. However, the strategic policy transfer style adopted 

by Vietnam has made the process a success both programmatically and politically. This 

section will demonstrate this trajectory.  

7.4.1. Mock compliance 

As defined by Walter (2008, p. 32), mock compliance is a situation in which “… actors may 

all have incentives visibly to signal compliance when in fact their underlying behaviour is 

inconsistent with compliance”. In other words, mock compliance is reflected in the 

discrepancy between what is adopted on paper and what is enacted in practice. While 

Vietnam has a comprehensive legal system for meritocracy, in many cases, compliance 

does not follow implementation. Promotion examinations are an example. Despite the CPV’s 

signal of strong support for competitive examinations, “in reality, most of the appointments 

are made without competitive exams” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). If examinations 

are conducted, the design of these exams, including application criteria, “can prevent the 

best candidates to submit their applications with such requirements as succession planning 

and party membership” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). Despite declared open and 

competitive exams, “candidates must be recommended by the Party” (Author interview, 19 

December 2019). In some cases, examinations are only a "formality" to "legalise" personnel 

that has been chosen by the Party (Author interview, 17 January 2019). Therefore, in many 



 
236 

 

cases, “the examination results are known before it takes place due to many reasons, not 

due to the fact that the candidate is the best” (Author interview, 5 February 2020). 

Consequently, some examinations “are mainly formalist and not truly competitive” (Author 

interview, 3 September 2019). Therefore, “passing the exam is the basic requirement, but 

the rest is up to the appointing body, at which point the process is opaque” (Painter, 2003, 

p. 267). 

The findings show that mock compliance is sustained largely because of the prevalence of 

political incentives and the lack of agreement on the concept of talent. The CPV desires to 

build a progressive regime with a merit-based civil service, whilst also seeking to maintain 

their firm control over cadre affairs. Therefore, in many cases, policy adoption is for 

“promulgation purposes” (Author interview, 5 February 2020), implying that there has been 

considerable concern regarding the symbolic effects of meritocratic reform. Although the 

adoption of merit-based policy seems to demonstrate a progressive ruling regime, when it 

comes to implementation, political integrity remains the first priority. Additionally, it is 

acknowledged that Vietnam’s conception of talent is “unclear” (Author interview, 17 Jan 

2019) and “problematic” (Author interview, 2 January 2020), allowing the manoeuvre of 

policy implementation. Former Minister of Home Affairs said that defining talent in the public 

sector is “very difficult” and thus it should be the responsibility of the heads of the 

organisations to define talents in their areas and have suitable policies (Hoang & Viet, 2019). 

In practice, the interpretation of “merit” is constantly subject to the desire of authorised 

persons and agencies. For example, the lack of clarity on the concept of talent has led to 

political criteria overriding competent criteria in promotion. Recently, at a National Assembly 

meeting, a parliamentary member posed the question: “Can we appoint directors of 

departments or higher positions for those who are not party members?”, admitting, “Surely, 

we cannot” (Hoang & Viet, 2019). By this question and answer, he indicated that the current 
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merit-based selection criteria are largely political, which calls into question the effectiveness 

of the implementation of merit-based policy. This ambivalence of meritocratic conception 

(Painter, 2006) has enabled Vietnamese leadership to manoeuvre meritocratic reform to 

meet their goals. 

Moreover, the concern about incompatibility and sovereignty also leads to mock compliance. 

Donor-advocated reform agendas were adopted in CPV and government documents, 

however, there has not been much emphasis on putting them into practice. Competition, 

fairness and openness are adopted but secondary to political affiliation. This coincides with 

other studies about Vietnam where IOs’ influence is found more in policy formulation than in 

policy implementation (Benedikter, 2016). This is because the donor-advocated policy ideas 

are not a country-specific formula, thus the domestic policymakers are reluctant to adopt 

them as they are (Painter, 2014). In addition, IOs themselves also recognise that many 

Western reform templates “are too ambitious and present real dangers for most developing 

countries” (UNDP, 2015, p. ii). This belief is shared by Vietnamese policymakers who are 

aware that there is no best policy for all countries (Author interview, 6 September 2019). 

Importantly, there is a fear that negotiated processes of policy transfer could undermine the 

sovereignty of nation states, by making public policy a national interest (Evans, 2017c). This 

fear is explicitly articulated by the Vietnamese policymakers as analysed earlier. Even 

though they find that the advocated policies are attractive, in many cases, they are reluctant 

to adopt them due to ideological differences, such as political neutrality (Dolowitz, 2020). 

In short, the mismatch between policies and their implementation presents challenges to 

policy transfer outcomes. While there is a strong impetus for Vietnamese leaders to transfer 

“advanced” policy ideas and practices, political incentives, the lack of clarity in the 

conception of merit, and the concern about incompatibility and sovereignty have stimulated 

mock compliance. There has been some loose coupling between the legalised policies and 
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their implementation, resulting in a half-hearted adoption of policies. “Formalism” is best 

described as the way Vietnam treats some cases of policy transfer, in which compliance is 

followed more in the form but less in actual practice.  

7.4.2. Politicisation of policy transfer 

Politicisation of policy transfer refers to the intensive control of the political party over the 

transfer process and outcomes. Given that the CPV is the decisive actor in policy transfer 

and the context of a one-party authoritarian state, the process of merit-based policy transfer 

is a highly politicised one. Politicisation occurs during the policy idea adoption stage to the 

implementation stage. Any policy ideas that contradict the Party’s ideology and direction are 

rejected at the beginning. The refusal of neutral competence is an example. Particularly, 

when external ideas are adopted, they are also subject to political interpretation because 

“… when coming to Vietnam, they are influenced by the Party’s leadership” (Author 

interview, 3 September 2019). Taking promotion examination as an example, one 

interviewee indicated: “The appointment is made by selecting people within the political 

system, not those from the labour market. This is attributed to a closed institutional model 

and the monopoly of the Party over cadre affairs” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). 

Despite Vietnam’s participation in internationally-funded projects and actively learning from 

other countries, the CPV maintains a decisive role in policy idea formulation and policy 

adoption, as observed by an interviewee:  

“Vietnam has received funding from international sponsors for 

comprehensive projects, but the implementation must follow the Party’s 

leadership. The policy change process also includes references from other 

countries, but finally, any changes should be made based on the Party’s 

resolution” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). 
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Apart from the Party’s monopoly over cadre affairs, the linkage between administration and 

politics in the authoritarian regime is seen to be favourable for the politicisation of policy 

transfer. As one interviewee stated: “In Vietnam’s public policymaking, administration and 

politics are intertwined. This leads to the complexity of policymaking and policy transfer…” 

(Author interview, 7 March 2020). The recent discussion among Vietnamese policymakers 

about the possibility of merging MOCs with DOHAs is seen as a token of furthering 

politicisation in the authoritarian context. However, this is viewed as “a confusion between 

the management of party members and public HRM, and between politics and legislation” 

(Author interview, 3 September 2019). The former Minister of Home Affairs said that the 

slowness in distinguishing the responsibility of political leadership and state administration 

is explicitly identified as a subjective cause of shortcomings in civil service reform (Le, 

2017b). When the administrative machinery is not distinct from political structures, and 

political and administrative positions are intertwined under the control of the Party, any 

recruitment and appointment policies must be subject to the discretion and the approval of 

the Party. This makes merit-based policy transfer highly politicised. 

The consequence of politicisation in policy transfer is that policy change is limited. Reviewing 

the recent amendments of the Law on Cadres and Civil Servants, an interviewee said that 

the changes are not radical because they are made to institutionalise the Party’s resolutions 

rather than to make significant reforms (Author interview, 4 September 2019). This shows 

that policy transfer is constrained by politicisation, and thus politicisation is seen as “a barrier 

to the process of learning “best practices” from the international community” (Author 

interview, 17 January 2019). This barrier also limits what is to be transferred from where. 

The tendency is to learn more from China as stated by an interviewee: “The politicisation of 

policy transfer does not decrease but increase. The trend is to learn more from only one 

country – China” (Author interview, 5 February 2020). This demonstrates that although 
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Vietnam has adopted Western principles of meritocracy, its current merit-based policy is 

most similar to China.      

While politicisation of policy transfer in this authoritarian context is inevitable, the extent to 

which the CPV politicises policy transfer is a matter of concern. While waiting for the Party’s 

directives to be institutionalised into laws and regulations, the implementation must comply 

with these directives. The CPV's policies are therefore used as laws and in some cases “the 

Party’s resolutions are of higher validity than laws” (Author interview, 3 September 2019). In 

this context, besides a common view that the CPV must assert its direct and comprehensive 

leadership over cadre affairs to ensure the coherence of reform orientations, there are 

expectations that there should be a balanced approach to politicisation. As one interviewee 

said: “the Party can direct comprehensively but should not interfere with the administration” 

(Author interview, 4 September 2019). The implication is that political control over policy 

transfer is needed in the context of authoritarianism, but too much politicisation does not 

bring about a truly merit-based system and can diminish bureaucratic competency. 

7.4.3. The limits of learning 

Despite Vietnam’s tendency to focus on learning from politically and culturally compatible 

settings, they are far from achieving a meritocratic system like other countries, due to the 

limits of learning. Regarding learning from China, currently, some Vietnamese politicians are 

questioning the meritocratic approach of the CPV in comparison with the CPC’s. The former 

deputy head of the National Assembly Office raised his concern in the official media about 

why China, with similar ideologies and institutions, has been so successful in attracting (non-

party member) talents to their government, but Vietnam has not (Nguyen, 2020b). Likewise, 

an interviewee also raised this issue: “Vietnam is similar to China in the sense that the Party 

decides personnel affairs. However, the difference is that while China has policies to select 

talents, which is not so politicised, Vietnam cannot do that” (Author interview, 3 January 
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2020). Obviously, despite policy transfer, policy outcomes are not comparable to the original 

ones.    

The findings show that there are limits of learning due to Vietnam’s endogenous factors. The 

first one is the difference in administrative culture. Although Vietnam shares many cultural 

similarities with other Asian countries, there are still some differences that challenge policy 

transfer outcomes. One interviewee said:  

“I was trained in China and recognise that Vietnam is different in terms of 

culture, people, sense of responsibility and thinking… Vietnam has also 

learned from Singapore and Japan in performance-based payment. 

However, it is impossible to apply effectively in Vietnam due to differences in 

culture” (Author interview, 2 January 2020).  

In practice, the lack of some cultural features at the organisational level can constrain merit-

based policy outcomes. For example, a lack of “teamwork” spirit is recognised as a barrier 

to merit-based policy effectiveness (Author interview, 17 January 2019) because it has 

constraining effects on policy planning and implementation (Author interview, 8 January 

2019). While the successful adoption of merit-based policy needs concerted efforts, “the 

lack of coordination among ministries also hinders the implementation of a new policy” 

(Author interview, 6 January 2019). Similarly, the lack of a “resignation culture” can create 

obstacles to implementing voluntary dismissal of unqualified personnel which is a common 

practice for ensuring meritocracy. As one interviewee expressed:  

“The difficulty in implementing this policy is that to make this policy a reality, 

there needs to be a resignation culture, not only among people in power but 

also among the whole community. If there is no resignation culture in which 

the self-esteem and the civil service responsibility are highly appreciated, the 
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resignation means a stop of a person’s political career” (Author interview, 6 

January 2019).  

This indicates that due to the lack of a “resignation culture”, unqualified people are reluctant 

to resign despite appropriate regulations being in place.  

The second factor relating to the limits of learning is the complexity of responses to external 

policy knowledge. The perceived gap between the policy knowledge acquired and the 

capacity to apply is an example. When talking about the application of policy knowledge 

brought home by those who were sent overseas for training, an interviewee stated: 

“Graduates from overseas institutions have not had a direct influence on policymaking due 

to the gap between the policy knowledge and the existing policies. It needs time to make 

change” (Author interview, 5 January 2020). As for China, Vietnam’s learning from China is 

influenced by anti-China rhetoric. As one interviewee stated, “adoption is not easy because 

of the incompatibility of the socio-political context and the anti-China sentiment” (Author 

interview, 3 January 2020). Historical grievances and the ongoing territorial disputes have 

built up anti-China sentiment in Vietnam, which has made Chinese-style policy practically 

difficult to be accepted by the Vietnamese public (Tomiyama, 2018). This complexity of 

perception over external policy knowledge has limited policy transfer outcomes.  

The third factor is Vietnam’s administrative structure with a high level of centralisation. Policy 

adoption and implementation are challenged when “decentralisation is not strong enough; 

the local government does not have enough authority; the intervention of the Party is strong 

and the decision power is concentrated at the central level” (Author interview, 5 January 

2019). Regarding talent attraction policy, one interviewee indicated that there are a number 

of barriers to its implementation: “It is not easy to assign a position for the talents because 

job allocation must be decided by the whole system with many difficult criteria and 
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procedures…” (Author interview, 8 January 2019). A highly centralised system constrains 

the flexibility in policy adoption and implementation. 

Lastly, the negative influence of the market economy is also a concern regarding the move 

towards a merit-based civil service. According to the former Minister of Home Affairs,  

“The transformation towards a merit-based civil service with an emphasis on 

competence is challenged by the disguise of the market economy that has a 

negative impact on the morality and lifestyle of public officials… Some public 

officials have diminished ideology. They make use of their power to gain 

benefits for themselves and their families and relatives rather than for the 

collective organisations and the community…” (Le, 2017b).  

This presents a kind of dilemma for Vietnam. While pursuing a market economy to keep up 

with international development, it must maintain the cultural and political tradition. 

Accordingly, policy transfer is assigned the difficult task of balancing this double goal. As an 

interviewee said:     

“The future task is that Vietnam should accomplish its institutional system to 

suit Vietnam’s development and get closer to the world’s standard, on the 

basis of traditional cultural values. People should have a decisive role. This 

is a challenge to the ruling party. The Party and the government have to 

adjust their policies and regulations to choose the best models to develop its 

human resources…” (Author interview, 17 January 2019). 

To summarise, there are limits of learning due to Vietnam’s endogenous factors. These 

limits have more or less influenced the policy outcomes because they have made policy 

transfer partial and incomplete, and particularly policy implementation less congruous with 

policy targets.      
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7.4.4. A strategic policy transfer style 

Even though Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has many process problems and faces 

considerable challenges, the overall assessment is that policy transfer has brought about 

success, not failure. Conflicted programme success and resilient political success 

demonstrate that policy transfer has largely achieved the goals set by Vietnamese 

policymakers. Under the ruling of the CPV, Vietnam's civil service reform is normatively 

based on the CPV's directive to maintain the existing political institutions and Vietnamese 

culture, and yet still approximating to recent patterns of international civil service 

development (Tran 2009). The calculation of what to transfer from where and at what 

degrees is made by key domestic actors, reflecting their consideration of domestic political 

and institutional structures and the global trend. Apart from engaging in internationally-

funded projects, they carry out policy transfer activities of their own to seek lessons from 

both Western and Asian countries.  

This shows that Vietnamese policymakers are active in approaching different meritocratic 

models. In this process, Vietnam is clear about why and what to learn from a particular 

source of lessons. As one interviewee elaborated, Vietnam’s learning from overseas 

comprises of two streams (Author interview, 7 March 2020). The first one is learning from 

countries with contextual differences such as Western countries, from whom Vietnam learns 

policy ideas only. The second one is learning from countries with similarities such as Asian 

countries, from whom Vietnam can learn not only policy ideas but also policy models. 

Although the Western philosophy of meritocracy with political neutrality and impartiality does 

not suit Vietnam’s political and cultural institutions, Vietnam does not totally reject it, but 

partly adopts and translates it to suit the domestic context. At the same time, Vietnam 

focusses on learning from Asian countries, particularly China, as their lessons are more 

practical. These lessons include how to maintain a political monopoly, enhance meritocracy, 
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and ensure competitiveness in Confucian culture. Importantly, this approach to policy 

transfer offers Vietnamese policymakers practical advantages in policymaking. One 

interviewee confirmed that by adopting this approach, “Vietnam can shorten the time for 

reform by learning from other countries’ experience, can avoid failures that other countries 

have experienced, and can choose from many policy models” (Author interview, 5 January 

2019). 

This can be seen as a strategic style of policy transfer. Vietnamese policymakers use policy 

transfer as a tool to enhance their image as a follower of “best practices” and to solve 

domestic problems at the same time. Therefore, they combine normative “best practices” 

(from the West) and practical lessons (from the East) to form their own policy. This process 

is supported by selective translation and assemblage. In addition, flexibility and adaptability 

to the global circumstances gave them the advantage to keep up with the reform trend. They 

have made strategic adjustments in their policy transfer approach to meet their dual goals.  

Consequently, strategic policy transfer has brought about an outcome that is successful in 

terms of both programme and politics. The main goals of having a comprehensive legal 

merit-based system, improving civil service capacity, gaining a significant growth rate, and 

maintaining the legitimacy of the ruling regime, have so far been achieved at different levels. 

Shortcomings are inevitable, particularly when civil service reforms are conducted in the 

context of an authoritarian developing country with a high level of politicisation and limited 

resources. Policy change is not radical, however, it can be seen as successful by 

policymakers as it guarantees the stability of the political and administrative system, even if 

there are reforms. Therefore, successful outcomes of policy transfer are significant to 

Vietnam, which are owed in part to the strategic policy transfer style.         
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7.5. Chapter summary 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer proves to be a complex and multi-faceted domain, not 

only in its process but also in its outcomes. Evaluating from the policymakers’ views, 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has a mixture of conflicted programme success and 

resilient political success. Conflicted programmatic success is reflected through: i) a 

comprehensive legal system of merit-based policies but with some discrepancy between the 

central and local legal systems; ii) improved civil service capacity but with weaknesses of a 

proportion of public officials and policy limitations; and iii) a significant development record 

but still with a development gap with regional countries. Resilient political success is gained 

by enhanced performance-based legitimacy, greater support from the public for anti-

corruption, and better responsive competency despite the existence of some sort of 

suspicion and dissatisfaction. 

This mixture of conflicted programmatic success and resilient political success is attributed 

to conflicted process success. Besides a consistent and effectively coordinated process, the 

policy transfer process is subject to limitations and weaknesses due to the limited capacity 

to learn, bounded rationality, and loopholes in policy implementation. Cases of incomplete, 

inappropriate, and non-transfers have made better programmatic success impossible and 

the ambition of having a truly merit-based system far from a reality. Additionally, policy 

transfer outcomes are shaped by mock compliance, politicisation, and the limits of learning 

inherent to the endogenous factors. These reflect both cognitive obstacles in the pre-

decision phase and environmental obstacles during the transfer process (Evans, 2009b) 

which hinder the achievement of complete success in merit-based policy transfer. 

However, with the strategic policy transfer style that combines different policy lessons to 

serve multiple purposes, Vietnamese policy actors have manoeuvred the process to achieve 

their goals. Conflicted programme and process success does not necessarily lead to 
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conflicted political success, but possibly a resilient outcome. While the literature posits that 

incomplete or inappropriate transfers are more likely to result in policy failures (Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 2000), in the Vietnamese case, these policy transfer deficits have not led to policy 

failures, but rather limitations, as the Vietnamese leadership has been able to design a 

process that meets their goals. From the perspective of Vietnamese policymakers, these 

are not considered failures as their policy goals have largely been achieved with some 

shortcomings. In short, the mixed outcomes of Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer are 

due to the deliberate strategies of key actors and their perceptions of achievement. 

One may argue that this evaluation approach can lead to “success bias” in policy transfer 

analysis which may fail to demonstrate policy transfer “as a contested, fractured and often 

inherently contradictory process marked by unpredictable outcomes” (Stein et al., 2017, p. 

38). However, as seen in this analysis, while the CPV and Vietnamese government have 

declared that their goals have largely been achieved, they have not avoided mentioning the 

limitations of their merit-based policy in their documents. Similarly, the interviewees, most 

of whom are policymakers, are also critical of the policy outcomes, but generally, they 

acknowledged that policy transfer and reform have significantly improved meritocracy in the 

civil service, resulting in better civil service capacity and consequent development 

achievements. This can be termed “putative success” (Fawcett & Marsh, 2012). Vietnam’s 

case shows that putative success comes with persistent problems with both process and 

outcomes. While constraints in terms of time and resources can make policy transfer “more 

difficult than it seems” (Ettelt et al., 2012, p. 491), criticisms over the way policy transfer is 

conducted show a certain level of “contestation” in the process (Dussauge-Laguna, 2013). 

Policymakers and policy implementers are not fully satisfied with the process and the 

outcomes, and thus they suggest changes.  
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Importantly, the question is why Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has been successful. 

One obvious possibility is that merit-based policy transfer is not a “quick-fix” option for 

Vietnamese policymakers, as a “quick-fix” solution may produce political success in the short 

term but programmatic failure in the long run (Marsh & Sharman, 2009). Instead, it is a long 

process with different levels of manipulation: from the Party to the government and the 

National Assembly. Accordingly, a strategic policy transfer style has been adopted, with 

assemblage and translation of policies from different sources. Strategic policy transfer can 

be utilised by domestic policy actors to satisfy external actors and can result in more complex 

policy outcomes than predicted (Common & Gheorghe, 2019). The case of Vietnam shows 

another pattern of strategic policy transfer with a “pick and choose” and “mix and match” 

approach to meet the Party’s political agenda. This style has guaranteed that policy 

outcomes are largely in line with policy transfer goals. This shows the causal links between 

process dynamics and policy transfer outcomes.  

To summarise, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer outcomes are complex with conflicted 

process and programme success and resilient political success. These are attributed to the 

strengths and weaknesses of the process itself and the policy transfer styles. Although 

evaluation can be subjective as it depends on the evaluators’ interpretation, it confirms that 

policy transfer outcomes are mediated by many factors relating to the process itself. While 

criticism of the policy transfer literature is about the lack of “independent reasons for 

outcomes based on features of transfer processes” (James & Lodge, 2003, p. 179), these 

findings contribute to enhancing understanding of how the policy transfer process relates to 

policy success and failures in the context of authoritarianism. 
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Chapter 8. Policy transfer in authoritarian regimes - discussion and conclusion 

By answering the central research questions of why and how merit-based policy transfer 

has happened and how it relates to policy outcomes in authoritarian Vietnam, this thesis 

theorises the main features of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes and contributes to 

developing policy transfer as a heuristic analytical framework. This chapter consists of five 

sections. The first one highlights the main features of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes, 

including the goals, patterns, and outcomes of policy transfer. This section also discusses a 

combined Asian and authoritarian way of policy transfer. The second section identifies some 

contributions to policy transfer as a heuristic theory, including its conception, analytical 

framework, and methodological techniques. The third section is for practitioners. It provides 

some implications for the practice of efficient policy transfer and makes suggestions for a 

feasible approach to meritocratic reform in an authoritarian context. The fourth section 

mentions some limitations of the thesis and areas for further research. The thesis ends with 

some concluding remarks, highlighting the thesis’s main contributions and a reflection of the 

researcher’s observation of policy transfer under authoritarianism.        

8.1. Policy transfer in authoritarian regimes 

Through the case study of Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer, this thesis explains the 

main features of policy transfer in an authoritarian context. Firstly, policy transfer is used as 

a tool for both progressive policymaking and political control. Secondly, policy transfer has 

a distinctive pattern that reflects the authoritarian power structure. Thirdly, there is a 

correlation between political goals, strategies, and outcomes in policy transfer. Finally, policy 

transfer in Asian authoritarian regimes has features of both political and geographical 

distinctiveness. These features will be discussed with reference to policy transfer in China 

so that generalisations can be made.     



 
250 

 

8.1.1. Policy transfer as a tool for policymaking and political control 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer illustrates the dynamics of the ruling regime in 

policymaking. Vietnam’s policymakers have learned from multiple sources, both the West 

and the East. The priority attached to lessons varies from time to time to suit the contextual 

changes and domestic demands, shifting from the Soviet Union and China to Western 

countries and other developed Asian countries. This strategic shift also occurred in China 

whose focus changed from the Soviet Union, and then to the West, and developed Asian 

countries such as Singapore (Zhang & Marsh, 2016; Zhang & Yu, 2021). Additionally, the 

transfer process did not only happen in a one-directional pathway - from overseas to the 

central government - but also in various other pathways. These include from overseas to 

local governments and then to the central government, from overseas to local governments 

and other local governments, and from overseas to the private and public sector. A similar 

combination of a top-down and bottom-up mode of policy transfer is also found in China 

(Burns, 2014). This multi-level policy transfer (Evans & Davies, 1999) reflects the dynamics 

in learning from “best practices” for evidence-based policymaking purposes.   

However, despite these dynamics, Vietnam adheres to the core principle of the Party’s 

monopoly. As in China (Zhang, 2015), Vietnam adopts the principle of the Party’s direct and 

comprehensive control over the civil service and a highly politicised merit system. In the 

policy transfer process, the CPV plays a decisive role. They decide the occurrence and the 

outcomes of policy transfer through their authority to initiate, navigate and approve policy 

transfer. This is similar to China where the CPC decides which strategies are needed, what 

information is to be collected and how it is used, how the policy transfer is embedded in the 

policymaking process, and finally how the adopted policies are implemented (Chen & Man, 

2020; Zhang & Marsh, 2016; Zhang & Yu, 2021). 
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Given the dominance of political actors, political motivations are paramount. The concern 

for the Party’s wellbeing and legitimacy is the main driver of merit-based policy transfer. 

Interestingly, in the Vietnamese context, this political motivation is not separated from 

development motivation because the ruling party’s wellbeing is determined largely by a kind 

of performance-based legitimacy. As Reis (2012, p. 161) points out in his study about 

Vietnam, "the image of a rational administrative apparatus which serves the needs of the 

people is now playing a key role in legitimation of one-party rule". This combined motivation 

is a catalyst for the CPV to take full control over the transfer process. This makes merit-

based policy transfer in Vietnam distinctive from that in Western democratic countries where 

political actors and political motivations in civil service reforms are less acute or explicit 

(Peters, 1997). 

This trajectory shows that structure and agency have a dialectical, interactive, and iterative 

relationship (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000; Marsh & Evans, 2012a; Marsh & Sharman, 2009). 

Structure provides some leeway as well as boundaries for actors to act in policy transfer. 

While any policy change must conform to the Party's ideology and mandates, the one-party 

structure gives the policymakers absolute power to make decisions on what to be transferred 

from where. At the same time, actors reinforce the structures for policy transfer through their 

leadership and international relations strategies. This research also supports Beeson and 

Stone’s (2013, p. 186) argument that “factors internal to a system can be a more powerful 

determinant of what is adopted than external influences”. Vietnam’s dual party-state system 

determines the scope of the ruling party’s involvement in policy transfer, influences the 

actor's definition of the policy goals, prevents the import of certain elements that contradict 

domestic structural architectures, conditions the choice of references, and necessitates and 

facilitates the politicisation of policy transfer. Importantly, policy transfer does not only form 

a part of the policymaking process but also appropriates this process. In short, the one-party 
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system gives the ruling party the power to preside over policy transfer and in turn 

consolidates their authoritarian power, highlighting the significance of political power in 

policy transfer (Dolowitz, 2020; Dolowitz et al., 2019).  

8.1.2. A distinctive pattern of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes 

Given policy transfer is used as a tool for policymaking and political control, this process has 

a distinctive pattern that reflects the imperatives of the authoritarian context. Firstly, it is 

voluntary and fully domestically controlled. While most studies assume that policy transfer 

in developing countries with the involvement of IOs is largely coercive, this study shows the 

contrary. IOs have been participating in Vietnam's reform, but their coercion is minimal, as 

it is a cooperative relationship between the donors and the adopter. As explained by Vinke-

De Kruijf et al. (2012), this collaboration is possible because the adopter needs financial and 

technical resources to solve their problems and is keen to learn about innovative solutions, 

while the donors want to export their expertise but lack the authority to do so. Moreover, in 

the case of Vietnam, the domestic power structure and motivations allow domestic actors to 

translate the donors’ policy ideas to reflect domestic interests. Their “bargaining position” 

(Evans, 2017b) has also been improved as a result of the increasing capacity, particularly 

through overseas staff training. All these factors make policy transfer in authoritarian 

Vietnam voluntary and resilient rather than coercive and dependent. Policy adoption is the 

active choice of the government rather than due to external coercion. This reality is also 

acknowledged in authoritarian China (Zhang & Marsh, 2016).    

Secondly, policy transfer is conducted under the hierarchy of political and legislative power. 

It is a non-linear process with overlapping steps conducted by different agencies. Each step 

is designed to serve different aims (to make policy direction at the Party level; to formulate 

policy proposals at the government level; and to legalise at the National Assembly level), 

but all serve the only goal of realising the Party’s agenda. This pattern of policy transfer is 
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vital to the Party’s leadership because the very first transfer of norms, goals, and principles 

is decided by the Party. This also reflects the power structure in policymaking in authoritarian 

states where the ruling party’s primacy is maintained. This zigzag pattern is hard to find in 

other settings where policy transfer is less hierarchical and politically dependent.  

Thirdly, policy transfer involves different mechanisms at different stages, but copying is 

never a choice. While emulation occurs predominantly at the party-level policy transfer stage 

to formulate policy ideas, adaptation and assemblage take place more at policy formation 

and implementation stages conducted by the government and the National Assembly. This 

provides evidence for the claim that the mechanisms of policy transfer can vary according 

to different stages of transfer (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000; Evans & Davies, 1999; Minkman et 

al., 2018). When policy transfer is sourced from multiple origins, translation and assemblage 

are employed. While reform imperatives urge Vietnam to seek lessons from the West, the 

context of an Asian authoritarian regime requires prioritising experience from China and 

other Asian countries. Importantly, as a one-party state, Vietnamese leaders are aware that 

they need to actively cultivate and retain an administration that prioritises political loyalty. 

This makes wholesale importing impossible. As observed by Thayer (2018b, p. 1), “with the 

exception of land reform after partition in 1954, Vietnam has never slavishly imported foreign 

ideas and practices wholesale. Vietnam’s leaders have studied and then carefully adapted 

foreign ideas and practices, even socialist ideology, to Vietnam’s particular conditions”. This 

adaptive “mix and match” strategy is also intensively employed by China (de Jong, 2013; 

Zhang & Marsh, 2016). 

Fourthly, policy transfer is a selective and gradual process. By adopting principles other than 

political neutrality and learning policy ideology, goals, and legal regulations from Asian rather 

than Western countries, Vietnam is selective in what to learn and from where. This is a 

consistent strategy of Vietnam’s policy transfer as Vietnam selects and adopts only a few 
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Western norms and values, and ignores others, to serve its domestic interests (Hoang, 

2019). During translation and assemblage, the tension between democratic and 

authoritarian values is solved by rejecting some components that can disadvantage 

endogenous power relations and selecting compatible elements to instil into the existing 

system. China also rejected the ideas of neutrality and the separate roles of politicians and 

bureaucrats in their civil service reform (Burns, 2014). Ultimately, what is adopted, and the 

degrees of transfer, are decided on the principle of not undermining the ideology, values, 

and security of the ruling regime (Chen & Man, 2020; Houlihan et al., 2010). This "pick and 

choose" approach is also common in Asian countries (Beeson & Stone, 2013; de Jong, 

2013; Painter, 2005b; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). Moreover, policy transfer is an evolving 

process rather than a “one-off” event. Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has taken place 

cautiously over the past two decades and is still going on, creating incremental rather than 

radical changes. This feature of “gradualism” is also found in China’s policy transfer (de 

Jong, 2013). Indeed, supreme power gives the ruling parties leeway in making decisions 

and facilitating the transfer process. However, concerns regarding instability and 

ambivalence as the possible impact of changes may make the extent of policy transfer less 

significant.  

Fifthly, despite an active and fully controlled process, policy transfer is characterised by 

“semi-bounded rationality”. Vietnamese policymakers are rational in the sense that they 

have the power to decide whether or not to engage in policy transfer, make their own choices 

based on their evaluation of what fits best, and manoeuvre the transfer process to meet their 

goals. In other words, they are rational because they are voluntary and action-oriented 

(Evans, 2017b). However, this process is also prone to bounded rationality due to the limited 

capacity to learn and evaluate the efficiency of external lessons, the lack of policy 

information, and the constraints in policy implementation. Policymakers in authoritarian 
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regimes are more likely to be exposed to these challenges due to the boundaries of their 

political ideology and structures which affect their choice of references and their use of policy 

information. As perfect rationality or pure irrationality is rare in policy transfer in modern 

times (Monios, 2017), transfer actors are more likely semi-bounded rational in the process. 

They can be rational in one segment of policy transfer, but irrational in the others. 

Particularly, the actors’ positions and power can be changed over time, which makes their 

rationality fluctuate (Dolowitz, 2020). The fact that Vietnam's policy transfer is contingent on 

NPCs’ leadership change and the term-oriented mindset exacerbates bounded rationality. 

Therefore, rationality is obscure and contextual (Evans & Barakat, 2012). Whilst there is a 

need to move beyond the orthodox rationalist approaches in policy transfer (Dolowitz & 

Marsh, 2012), policy transfer in authoritarian regimes is not extreme with regards to 

rationality or irrationality.  This is because transfer actors can be semi-bounded rational, and 

the line between these two “extremes” can be blurred (Marsh & Evans, 2012a). 

Finally, policy transfer is mediated by the correlation between temporal dimensions and 

authoritarian power. This is reflected through the significance of critical junctures, 

leadership, a term-oriented mindset, and generational transition. The critical junctures of 

NPCs and policy review events open windows of opportunity for policy transfer to happen 

with policy learning on the part of policymakers (Dolowitz, 2020). As “when things happen 

may have significant implications for how they happen” (Dussauge-Laguna, 2012a, p. 570), 

these critical junctures identify who are the decisive actors and how the transfer process is 

managed. This also reflects the power of the leadership term in shaping discourse and 

selecting policy options. As political time is crucial for policymakers to exercise their power 

in policy transfer (Dolowitz, 2020), in Vietnam, policymakers can make policy transfer quick 

enough to have a policy issued for use in their leadership term, or they can delay policy 

transfer to wait for a new leadership team to come into power. Closely related to the 
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leadership term, the term-oriented mindset can increase the opportunity for breakthroughs 

in policy change, but can also entail a short-term vision of policy adoption. Meanwhile, 

leadership transition is important to the preference of policy lessons. The shift from learning 

from the Soviet Union and China to the West and other Asian countries exhibits the influence 

of leadership transition on policy transfer.  

8.1.3. Policy transfer outcomes– a reflection of political goals and strategies 

Vietnam’s adoption of meritocracy without political neutrality reflects its political goals and 

strategies. While legalising competitive entry examinations, promotion examinations, and 

performance-based assessment, Vietnam emphasises political qualities in all areas. 

Consequently, policy outcomes are mixed, showing both convergence with and divergence 

from the common trend of modern civil service reform. It converges in policy ideas but 

diverges in policy principles, goals, and legislation with the West. While using merit-based 

policy transfer to integrate into the global trend of civil service reform, Vietnam has 

developed a meritocratic regime that is highly politicised. This trajectory is not specific to 

Vietnam and merit-based policies but also in other authoritarian regimes such as China and 

other fields of policy (Yeo & Painter, 2011). This shows the complexity of policy transfer in 

authoritarian regimes and confirms that transfer outcomes are not monolithic.  

Importantly, the achievement of resilient political success is vital as it strengthens the hold 

of the ruling party. Political success is reflected in the absence of political upheaval and the 

presence of political legitimacy (Bovens et al., 2001) and can help to enhance the reputation 

and realise the governance project of the governing regime (Marsh & McConnell, 2010). In 

this sense, the ultimate political goal of Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer has been met. 

The increasing public confidence in the CPV's responsive competence and anti-corruption 

policies together with a remarkable development record has helped the CPV to improve its 

performance-based legitimacy (Hiep, 2012). Accordingly, the regime’s legitimacy has shifted 
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from nationalism and socialist ideology to performance legitimacy (Thayer, 2017). 

Authoritarian power is consolidated despite some loopholes remaining in the meritocratic 

system.  

This success is attributed to a strategic policy transfer style. The calculation of what to 

transfer from where and at what degrees reflects the policymakers’ consideration of 

domestic political and institutional structures and global trends. By learning from both 

Western and Asian countries, Vietnamese policymakers are active in approaching different 

meritocratic models. Nevertheless, policy transfer does not aim to replace the existing 

system, but to eliminate some inappropriate components and solve domestic problems. 

Vietnamese policymakers have combined the transfer of normative "best practices" with 

contingent practical lessons to form a policy that works in their context. This strategic 

approach helps to remedy the constraints of transferring policy from a single source, such 

as the lack of compatibility (if transferring only from the West) or the lack of international 

integration (if transferring only from Confucian/authoritarian countries). This style has 

guaranteed that policy outcomes are largely in line with the goal of authoritarian resilience.  

8.1.4. Conclusion - A combination of an “Asian way” and “authoritarian way” of 

policy transfer with variants 

Merit-based policy transfer in Vietnam exhibits features of an “Asian way” of policy transfer. 

Policy transfer in Asia is geared mainly by economic and political motivations (Christensen 

et al., 2008; Common, 2017). An “Asian style” policy transfer is characterised by adaptive 

learning and pragmatic considerations (Saguin & Sha, 2021). Given the distinctiveness of 

the Asian setting, translation and assemblage are common policy transfer mechanisms 

(Howlett et al., 2018; Leisering et al., 2017; Mukhtarov et al., 2013). Policy adoption is partial 

and selective, contingent on domestic context and calculations in terms of politics, culture, 

and socio-economic factors (Beeson & Stone, 2013; Turner, 2002). Regarding what is 
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transferred, in contrast to research by Saguin and Sha (2021) that Asian countries tend to 

transfer the “soft” elements of the policy, Vietnam’s case shows that the objects of transfer 

are diverse and depend on the calculation of adaptability and compatibility. This conclusion 

aligns with the study by Tan et al. (2019) that China has imported mainly ideas, methods, 

and techniques rather than structures and ideology. 

Significantly, Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer demonstrates distinctive features of 

policy transfer in authoritarian regimes. Firstly, policy transfer is a political process. The 

primacy of political actors and their political motivations, the one-party structure, and power 

relations have facilitated the politicisation of policy transfer. Policy transfer is not only a tool 

for progressive policymaking but also a mechanism for political control. Secondly, policy 

transfer does not aim to change the status quo of the governing regime, but to ensure 

stability and consolidate authoritarian power. Therefore, policy transfer happens gradually, 

leading to incremental rather than radical policy change (Evans, 2017c). What is adopted 

and the degrees of transfer are decided on the principle of not undermining the ideology, 

values, and security of the ruling regime (Chen & Man, 2020; Houlihan et al., 2010). Political 

neutrality is not compromised in policy transfer. 

Thirdly, authoritarian regimes are not only keen on learning from authoritarian peers, but 

also from democratic countries (Lang, 2018). As these lessons are from both similar and 

contrasting philosophies and goals, translation and assemblage strategies are extensively 

used to adapt these policies into the domestic context. Fourthly, despite the involvement of 

IOs, policy transfer is an internally controlled process rather than a donor-led one. However, 

this fully-controlled process is prone to semi-bounded rationality due to endogenous 

constraints. Fifthly, due to political motivations and actual conditions, mock compliance is 

inevitable. Authoritarian leadership is willing to take on Western policy ideas and seemingly 

adopt these ideas in their policies. However, in reality, practicable adoptions are not the 
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same as what is advocated and expected by international donors (Beeson & Pham, 2012). 

Lastly, as policy transfer is an evolving and cautious process rather than a “one-off” “quick-

fix” event, a strategic approach is adopted with the transfer of normative “best practices” and 

contingent practical lessons simultaneously.  The outcomes of policy transfer are, therefore, 

hybrid with both convergence with and divergence from “best practices”, but convergence 

is more rhetorical and less in actual content and practice (Dąbrowski et al., 2018). 

The literature has recently investigated the process of “authoritarian learning” in which the 

authoritarian leadership has to “balance the power politics of authoritarianism with the public 

display of democracy” (Hall & Ambrosio, 2017, p. 154). As in China where authoritarian 

learning aims to “(re-) legitimise and ensure the longevity of one-party rule and thus to 

prevent a popular challenge to CCP power" (Lang, 2018, p. 155), in Vietnam, the CPV’s 

control over merit-based policy transfer is also designed to prevent the penetration of neutral 

competency into their civil service while building a progressive meritocratic system. This, on 

the one hand, helps to sustain the one-party structure and on the other hand, deters the 

promotion of plurality. The politics of policy transfer rests on the vital principle of 

strengthening the authoritarian regime’s well-being and longevity.   

However, authoritarian regimes are not always identical in their approaches to policy 

transfer. Despite significant similarities in political and institutional architectures, policy 

transfer in China and Vietnam demonstrates variants. In China, policy transfer can be 

geared by political elites and their individual roles are explicitly acknowledged (Lam & Chan, 

1995; Zhang & Marsh, 2016). In Vietnam, the CPV plays a key role as a collective entity, 

and the role of individual leaders in policy transfer is hard to decipher. This can be attributed 

to differences in the operation of the two countries’ institutions, in which China’s way “offers 

opportunities for personalism” and Vietnam’s mechanism “wards off personalism” (Malesky, 

2021, p. 168). This illustrates that the key agents of policy transfer both condition and are 
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conditioned by structural forces within specific authoritarian political and institutional 

settings.  

8.2. Policy transfer as a heuristic theory  

Criticisms of policy transfer theory are largely about its utility in studying policy development 

phenomena. With the concern that as a generic concept, policy transfer can obscure the 

differences between other diverse theories, James and Lodge (2003, p. 179) suggest that 

policy researchers "may be better off selecting from a range of alternative approaches than 

limiting themselves to these conceptual frameworks". Meanwhile, McCann and Ward (2012) 

call for the abandonment of the policy transfer concept because "it tends to have been 

narrowly defined”. These criticisms have been responded to convincingly by orthodox policy 

transfer scholars such as Dolowitz and Marsh (2012), Marsh and Evans (2012a, 2012b), 

and Evans (2017c), and the rigorous development of policy transfer studies in multiple 

disciplines so far. From this research, I argue that policy transfer is an adaptable and 

heuristic theoretical framework because researchers can define and frame their research 

based on research goals, objects, and contexts. Accordingly, this thesis suggests three 

areas that help to build policy transfer as an adaptable theoretical and analytical framework 

for research. 

8.2.1. Conception, analytical framework, and research approaches  

Firstly, in terms of conception, using policy transfer as a generic concept means that at 

times, other relevant concepts are necessary. As observed by Dolowitz and Marsh (2000), 

mechanisms of transfer can vary depending on different actors and stages. Vietnam’s merit-

based policy transfer confirms this observation by showing that policy transfer occurs with 

different mechanisms at different stages. As such, the use of different concepts in addition 

to policy transfer is for the purpose of demonstrating different aspects of the process. As 
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Evans (2006) indicates, there are two schools of policy transfer analysis: one which uses 

the term “policy transfer” directly and one which uses it indirectly. Therefore, researchers 

neither limit themselves to the narrow definition of the concept nor the concept itself limits 

the scope of research. Instead, they need to justify the use of policy transfer and related 

concepts. Importantly, researchers need to embed the concepts in the research context to 

fully understand their connotations. In Vietnam, “policy transfer” is an alien concept and it 

has no optimal equivalent term in the Vietnamese language. Meanwhile, terms such as 

policy learning, policy referencing, experience learning, or imitation are commonly used to 

denote the process of policy transfer. However, in some cases, policy learning, policy 

referencing, and experience learning do not necessarily result in policy transfer. Therefore, 

researchers in this particular context must “localise” the concepts in data collection and 

analysis to fit the participants’ perceptions.    

Secondly, the existing analytical frameworks such as the one developed by Dolowitz and 

Marsh can be a useful guide, but not an empirical prescription for every policy transfer study. 

In reality, existing policy transfer studies have failed to offer an empirical tool for identifying 

the occurrence of policy transfer (Evans, 2006). The case of Vietnam shows this limitation 

because the existing framework does not fully support the study in Vietnam where the 

availability and accessibility of policy transfer information are limited. To overcome this 

problem, this research proposes a three-step analytical framework by “re-ordering” Dolowitz 

and Marsh’s seven questions and adding new questions to guide the research. The added 

questions emphasise the strategies used to promote policy transfer, the context for the 

happening of policy transfer, and the initiation of policy transfer. The whole policy transfer 

story in Vietnam is explored through this sequence of ten questions: 1) What activities are 

conducted to promote policy transfer?, 2) What is transferred from where?, 3) What is the 

context for policy transfer to happen?, 4) When is policy transfer initiated and by whom?, 5) 
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What are actors’ motivations?, 6) Is policy transfer voluntary or coercive?, 7) What are 

degrees of policy transfer?, 8) What restricts or facilitates policy transfer?, 9) Is policy 

transfer related to policy success/failure and how?, and 10) What are the styles of policy 

transfer? This adaptive framework shows that policy transfer is used as a concept of utility 

and heuristics at the same time (Marsh & Evans, 2012b). 

Thirdly, a multidisciplinary and multi-level approach to policy transfer study is useful for a 

comprehensive analysis. Evans (2009b) indicates that policy transfer analysis remains weak 

as a descriptive, explanatory, and prescriptive theory of policy change if used in isolation 

from other theories of policy change. As the objects of transfer have multidimensional 

appeals, the study of Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer shows that a combination of 

models of administrative change, strategic change, and HRM, and the theory of meritocracy 

are helpful for the analysis. As confirmed by Stone (2012, p. 490), “policy transfer analysis 

cannot provide a general explanatory theory of policy change but when combined with other 

approaches an empirically grounded account of policy change can be developed”. In 

addition, a multi-level approach that examines policy transfer at global, international and/or 

transnational, macro, meso, and micro levels (Evans, 2009b) facilitates comprehensive 

analysis. Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer reflects the imperatives of global, national, 

and local forces and the activeness of actors at all levels. Influencing factors should also be 

examined using this multi-level approach. For example, cultural features in policy transfer 

include not only the national culture but also “specific culture” (Romano, 2021), such as 

individual cultural characteristics as shown in this thesis.  

Fourthly, a critical perspective when examining influencing factors on policy transfer is 

needed. Despite the dominance of political factors in authoritarian regimes, policy transfer 

in this context is also heavily influenced by other factors. The over-focus on political factors 

and limited attention given to other contextual factors can render the analysis defective. A 
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single factor can influence the choice of policy, the way policy transfer is carried out, and its 

outcomes, but the transfer process and its outcomes are not only influenced by a single 

factor, instead a combination of various factors. Moreover, each factor can have both 

negative and positive effects at the same time, making the policy transfer process 

complicated. The case of Vietnam shows that a single factor can have both pull and push 

effects, facilitating policy transfer in one aspect but constraining in others. Possibly, some 

factors can have a greater or weaker influence on particular stages of policy transfer. In 

Vietnam, historical, political, institutional, and economic factors assert more influence on 

policy idea formulation and policy formation, while cultural and societal factors affect policy 

implementation more seriously. This is not only because some factors are more important 

than others (Minkman et al., 2018), but also because they have different roles in the process 

and their importance varies according to the policy goals and ideas, and the use and the 

settings of the instruments (Lenschow et al., 2005). Therefore, a critical analysis approach 

is important.    

Finally, policy transfer can be most efficiently used if incorporated with other theories (Marsh 

& Evans, 2012b). This research highlights the significance of historical institutionalism in 

policy transfer study. By exploring policy transfer through a historical institutionalist 

perspective, the similarities/differences in policy adoption and the rationales behind them 

are revealed in a comprehensive way.  As shown in Figure 8.1, under historical 

institutionalism, the occurrence of policy transfer can be analysed and explained by using a 

wide range of factors such as political and institutional structures (i.e. political regime), 

political actors’ goals and behaviours (i.e. political agendas and calculations), 

institutional/normative fit (i.e. social/cultural values), path dependency (i.e. past experience), 

and critical junctures (i.e. crises or political events). It highlights the importance of 

endogenous sources and how they affect policy transfer. The preference formation also 
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largely depends on endogenous sources, in which the strategies and the goals actors follow 

are shaped by the institutional context (Steinmo & Thelen, 1992; Varjú, 2021). Remarkably, 

historical institutionalism is particularly helpful in investigating why there may be a process 

of both policy convergence and policy divergence (Powell & DiMaggio, 2012; Scott, 2008; 

Thelen & Steinmo, 1992). It also shows how particular contingent actors influence key policy 

transfer strategies and policy outcomes. This does not mean to downplay the significance 

of other theories, but to confirm the significance of historical institutionalism in studying 

policy transfer in a particular context. 

 

8.2.2. Process features and implications for research 

Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer exhibits some important features of the process that 

requires due attention in research. Firstly, policy transfer can be a long-term process. In 

Vietnam, the transfer of a policy idea can take over 20 years, through different stages of the 

policymaking cycle, from the preliminary political direction to policy formulation and 
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legislation. It is rare to find a policy transfer event that happens overnight. Moreover, policy 

transfer can happen either in the formal way of policymaking (starting with problem 

definition) or as a result of previous routine policy learning activities. This makes it equally 

difficult to answer the question of when policy transfer starts, and “at what point does policy 

transfer end in practice?” (Stone, 1999, p. 56). Therefore, given the difficulties of assuming 

a timespan for policy transfer, policy transfer analysis should apply a long-term perspective 

to demonstrate the dynamics of the process (Windwehr et al., 2021).  

Secondly, policy transfer is a progressive process that evolves over time. Vietnam’s merit-

based policy transfer has been ongoing since the late 1990s. During this process, the policy 

is continuously renovated, eliminating the existing limitations and adding more effective 

elements from updated overseas lessons. This kind of policy transfer can be found 

elsewhere with sources of policy lessons being diversified over time and with progress being 

made to meet the changing context (Carroll & Common, 2013). It also "provides the 

opportunity to update and modify ideas, themes, and symbolism for a modern audience” 

(McCarthy-Jones & Turner, 2015, p. 231). This has two important implications for policy 

transfer analysis. The first one is regarding the possibility of investigating policy transfer that 

has not yet been fully implemented, and the second one is about the possibility that the 

transferred policy can be “indigenised” at the later stage of transfer (Stone, 1999, p. 56). 

These two issues need to be carefully considered in policy transfer research. 

Thirdly, policy transfer is multi-directional in space and location. Vietnam’s learning from 

Western and Asian countries shows that South-South policy transfer can happen at the 

same time as North-South policy transfer. However, the directional focus is not fixed but can 

change over time. This highlights the importance of attention to spaces in policy transfer 

(Porto de Oliveira & Pal, 2018). This research does not investigate the transfer of policy from 

Vietnam to other countries, but this does not mean there is no such possibility. The most 
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recent research about China has recognised South-North policy transfer from China to the 

UK (Probert, 2021). Therefore, policy transfer studies should take into account the spatial 

dimension of the process to capture the dynamics of policy transfer in modern times. 

Fourthly, policy transfer is a power-based process. Power is reflected in the goals (to 

consolidate or to gain more power), the actors (some have more power to control the 

process than others), the structural condition (the power relationship within a political 

structure), and outcomes (political success in terms of power consolidation). As Dolowitz 

(2020, p. 548) contends, the examination of the power relationship is helpful in “discover[ing] 

why some lessons are transformed, why perfect policies never get looked at, and why those 

that are clearly not appropriate for transfer are moved”. Different power paradigms are 

possibly linked to different types of transfer processes (Ellison, 2017). In the context of 

developing countries, sufficient control over the transfer process which allows adaptation 

and localisation can lead to policy success (Ugyel & Daugbjerg, 2020). The case of 

authoritarian Vietnam also highlights the fact that the CPV and the Vietnamese government 

have the power to manipulate the transfer process and gain political success. As such, the 

role of power in policy transfer is critical to explaining the process itself and the outcomes, 

and thus deserves more attention in policy transfer study.   

Fifthly, there are different styles of policy transfer, meaning the manner, the way, or the 

design of the policy transfer process. The literature shows various approaches to the 

classification of policy transfer but mainly based on the level of voluntariness (Busch & 

Jörgens, 2005; Evans, 2009b; Giest, 2017; Minkman et al., 2018). The suggested approach 

is based on the aims and the strategies employed by the key actors, and their relation to 

policy outcomes. Given the assumption that policy transfer is voluntary, it can be categorised 

into three main styles, namely normative, contingent, and strategic: 
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- Normative policy transfer happens when policy actors decide to transfer what they think 

must be transferred due to the desire to keep up with global trends and to enhance their 

reputation. Normative policy transfer also happens as a result of pressure from international 

donors. This mainly involves the transfer of what are seen as globally “best practices”, 

including the case that policymakers are uncertain about which policies are most effective, 

but they decide to adopt the policies that leading countries or their peers are adopting 

(Dobbin et al., 2007). As not all “best practices” suit the adopting context, mock compliance 

is often the choice in this style whereby a symbolic use of external models and superficiality 

prevail.  

- Contingent policy transfer happens when the policy actors decide to transfer policies that 

they think are suitable and appropriate to their context thanks to cultural, political, and 

institutional compatibility. The aim is to solve similar domestic problems. Therefore, 

substantial application of external models is common. This type of policy transfer often 

happens when political actors believe that their countries fall behind their neighbours or 

competitors (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996, p. 349).  

- Strategic policy transfer happens when policy actors decide to combine normative and 

contingent policy transfer in order to enhance their image as a follower of “best practices” 

and to solve domestic problems at the same time. This involves the transfer of “best 

practices” even though some of them may not be compatible with the domestic context and 

the transfer of practical lessons from compatible sources simultaneously. This is a highly 

selective strategy that requires translation and assemblage of different policy models to form 

a policy that works in the adopting context. Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is classified 

as strategic policy transfer because it has all of these features.   
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8.2.3. Methodological techniques 

This research makes some methodological contributions to policy transfer study. Firstly, 

using an abductive approach to study policy transfer can be beneficial for empirically 

grounded theory generation. When identifying 180 empirical studies about policy transfer, 

Minkman et al. (2018, p. 222) find that policy transfer studies “are usually deductive in 

nature: authors develop a theoretical framework and test this framework in a case study or 

apply an existing analytical framework to a different environment” and thus cannot provide 

general explanations of the process. This can be attributed to the fact that policy transfer is 

dominated by studies about Western democracies, which allows researchers to rely on a 

pre-determined analytical framework to carry out their research. However, as studies about 

policy transfer in authoritarian regimes have not been developed and it is hard to conduct 

research in this setting with the Western-predicated model, this study about Vietnam must 

use an abductive approach. As Dubois and Gadde (2002, p. 559) indicate, “an abductive 

approach is fruitful if the researcher’s objective is to discover new things…”. With abduction, 

the existing theoretical framework helps to frame propositions for data collection, meanwhile, 

new concepts, ideas, and explanations are built mainly from the data collected. This 

methodological approach efficiently supports empirically grounded theory production.   

Secondly, this thesis suggests a theoretical framework for using policy transfer as an 

explanatory variable as shown in Figure 8.2. Policy transfer can be used to explain policy 

outcomes, particularly because "an increasing amount of policy development, and 

particularly policy change, in contemporary polities, is affected by policy transfer" (Dolowitz 

& Marsh, 2000, p. 21). This research shows that policy transfer is a useful explanatory 

variable to examine policy change and policy outcomes. Vietnam’s case demonstrates that 

policy outcomes are contingent on actors, context, and mechanisms of transfer. Policy 

outcomes are shaped by the influence of key actors and contextual factors, particularly on 
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the degrees and mechanisms of transfer. The relationship between structure and agency 

and the roles of key actors are indispensable inputs for exploring policy transfer as an 

explanatory variable. The use of policy transfer as an explanatory variable contributes to 

developing policy transfer theory from a descriptive framework toward a more explanatory 

model that can have better evaluative power (Evans, 2009b).   

 

Thirdly, a constructivist ontology is supportive of policy transfer analysis, particularly in 

evaluating policy transfer success/failure. Although most policy transfer studies downplay 

the role of actors' subjective judgments, particularly in the evaluation of policy transfer, this 

thesis suggests that the evaluation of policy transfer success/failure is relative and largely 

subjective. While process success/failure is more evident and easier to be judged based on 

facts (such as how transfer activities are carried out or whether the policy is legislatively 

passed), programme and politics success/failure is more subject to the evaluators’ views 

and interpretation. In other words, policy success/failure “is nothing more than a social 

construct reflecting power relations” (Marsh & Sharman, 2009, p. 285) and “can differ 

according to the perspective and/or interests of the participant in, or observer of, the policy 

process” (Marsh & McConnell, 2010, p. 581). By reasoning whether the aims are achieved 

or not, policy transfer “is perceived as a success by the key actors involved in the policy 
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area” (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000, p. 17). Additionally, the evaluation of policy transfer 

success/failure can depend on one’s view of the process. Viewing from the policy translation 

perspective, the perception of possible policy transfer failure can be questionable because 

policy transfer is an “open-ended process” in which failures are not always crucial (Stone, 

2017, p. 67). In short, given various ontological positions in policy transfer studies (Dolowitz 

& Marsh, 2012), this thesis insists that constructivism can help to achieve the depth and the 

authenticity of policy transfer analysis from the stakeholders’ experience and perspectives.    

8.3. For practitioners – policy transfer and meritocratic reform 

8.3.1. An efficient approach to policy transfer in the authoritarian context 

Policy transfer has been used “as a means to increasing performance” (Carroll & Common, 

2013, p. 2). Therefore, practical recommendations to make policy transfer a success, or at 

least to meet the goals of the transfer agents, are desirable. Given the existence of practical 

guidance in policy transfer (Evans, 2019; Rose, 2005), this thesis aims to provide some 

recommendations for policymakers and international sponsors in the authoritarian context. 

Recommendations come extensively from the interviewees’ suggestions and the author’s 

formulation based on the findings.    

Firstly, policymakers must be clear about a standard policy model to adopt as a backbone 

of the policy system. Vietnam has been learning from multiple sources, but they have not 

had a standard model that they can rely on. They have been learning partly from China and 

other Asian countries and partly from Western countries, which makes their meritocratic 

policy look like a “patchwork” (Author interview, 4 February 2020). However, as raised by 

the interviewees, the ambiguous orientation in policy transfer has made Vietnam struggle 

between the Eastern and the Western models of development and thus the model of 

meritocracy (Author interview, 3 January 2020). Therefore, it is recommended that 
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policymakers carefully evaluate the level of political fit, institutional fit, and normative fit to 

decide on a standard model of policy to adopt. Adaption should be made, of course, but a 

standard model helps to avoid piecemeal reforms that can result in a “patchy” policy system. 

It also helps to save time formulating a policy and correcting errors.  

Secondly, a sound “policy transfer” policy transfer strategy is needed. In other words, 

policymakers should learn how other countries learn. Some interviewees mentioned the way 

Singapore and Japan learned from overseas and suggested that Vietnam should have 

similar strategies. For example, one interviewee said: 

“A good example is Singapore. In order to transfer a policy, they organised a 

steering committee chaired by the Minister of Education with the participation 

of academia. They had a learning outline, with an assessment of where to go 

for learning. After the decision to choose France, they sent a delegation to 

France for some months, and then the final report was evaluated by the 

committee before deciding to apply. This is a typical policy transfer strategy” 

(Author interview, 31 December 2019). 

This demonstrates that a well-designed policy transfer strategy should be taken into 

consideration. This strategy should include considerations of capacity and resources. 

Learning capacity is demonstrated by English language comprehension, and skills to 

translate, evaluate, and incorporate external ideas into policy proposals. Resources include 

time, budget, and decision-making power in order to carry out learning activities and 

implement policies. These are conditions for successful policy transfer to eventuate. In short, 

as in an interviewee’s words: “To make the learning process more effective, we need to 

have a strategy to learn and to transfer” (Author interview, 29 August 2019).  
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Thirdly, adequate attention should be paid to how to learn effectively and enforce 

implementation in order to meet the aims of policy transfer. Diversification of learning 

activities is important. According to the interviewees,  

“The learning strategy should be comprehensive and should include the 

attraction of foreigners to Vietnam. The learning should not aim at polishing 

the image but should be based on drawing experience…, focused and 

comprehensive" (Author interview, 29 August 2019).  

At the same time, “Vietnam needs to send its key officials to work in foreign countries where 

they can learn by practice so that upon returning they can advise appropriate policies for 

Vietnam” (Author interview, 10 September 2019). These activities should be well-organised 

as follows:  

“We should be well prepared and be clear about who learns what. 

Preparation time for each delegation must be at least in half-year: evaluating 

the destinations, seeking more information, having a learning plan, and 

sending requirements to the partners. We should learn directly and deeply 

and compare to the Vietnamese context” (Author interview, 2 January 2020). 

Importantly, an authority for enforcement of policy transfer is needed because “… to make 

the learning process more efficient, there should be a decision or regulation regarding policy 

transfer” (Author interview, 29 August 2019). 

Fourthly, a pragmatic approach to policy transfer can be a key to success. A practical 

approach is typical among “big” learners such as the US and China. Former US President 

Woodrow Wilson stated "We borrowed rice, but we do not eat it with chopsticks", when 

urging the US to learn from European countries, and former Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping 

asserted that “It doesn’t matter if the cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice”,  when 
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directing China’s learning from the West (Aufrecht & Bun, 1995, p. 175). For Vietnam’s 

conditions, a pragmatic approach is desirable. Vietnamese policymakers should not only be 

realistic, logical, and functional but also sensible. "Know the self and know the others" is 

equally important. While “we should understand the theory, conception and originality of the 

policy…, [we must] pay more attention to how the West functions, as theory must be 

practiced…” (Author interview, 3 January 2020). Thus, “the change must start from the 

change in our mindset, based on scientific methods, and within our legal framework” (Author 

interview, 17 Jan 2019). The success and limitations of Vietnam’s merit-based policy 

transfer show that policy adopters, like Vietnam, should be clear about why and how 

“chopsticks” are used, instead of other kinds of “cutlery”, rather than being arrogant.  

Similarly, they must be aware of the difference between black and white cats in catching 

mice, and which one best suits their conditions. In other words, Vietnam’s merit-based policy 

transfer shows that policy adopters must be able to adopt and adapt to different influences 

and learn. 

Fifthly, policymakers should be aware of the limits of learning. There are always barriers to 

policy transfer, even if political, institutional, and normative fit has been achieved. 

Differences always exist between the two similar political systems, particularly in political 

culture and leadership (Thayer, 2018a). This is why Vietnam has been learning considerably 

from China but has not had a kind of Chinese merit-based policy or become a copy of the 

“China model” (Bell, 2015). Therefore, the policymakers should “assess the possibility of 

application; and compare… to identify the differences in order to have suitable choices 

(Author interview, 2 January 2020). Awareness of the limits of learning helps set realistic 

goals of policy transfer and anticipate the outcomes.  

Finally, for international sponsors, any prescribed solution to a country with a distinctive 

context like Vietnam should take into account its endogenous conditions. It is undeniable 
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that Western models or any successful models elsewhere cannot be easily transferred to 

Asian countries due to structural differences (Minogue, 2002; Turner, 2002, p. 1506). This 

research highlights four main concerns regarding the promotion of policy transfer in Vietnam: 

its political system and ideology; its cultural identities and preferences; its administrative 

culture; and leadership in power (because pro-Western or pro-Asian leaders can have 

different preferences for policy lessons). Of these factors, the political reality is most 

important as indicated by UNDP: “It will be necessary to acknowledge the preeminent role 

of the Communist Party of Vietnam, as administrative reforms must be carried out on the 

basis of the party resolutions and principles and must have the desired outcome of furthering 

the development and legitimacy of the Party” (Poon et al., 2009, p. 18). Thus, an approach 

to policy transfer that takes into account the endogenous political reality is more workable.    

Given the above recommendations, it is acknowledged that a fixed set of guidelines for 

conducting policy transfer is not feasible as policy transfer is so context-dependent. 

However, from the case study, it is possible to suggest a list of questions that can serve as 

a technical checklist for practitioners to consider when engaging in policy transfer. As Evans 

(2017c, p. 28) indicates, policy transfer analysis is useful for practitioners largely because it 

serves as “a tool for prospective policy evaluation”. Based on the findings and the 

interviewees’ suggestions, this checklist, as shown in Table 8.1, is intended to include 

questions focusing on evaluating the possibility and efficiency of policy transfer. This 

checklist assumes that policy transfer is a voluntary and active process. It may not work for 

coercive transfer, but some of the questions can be used by policy exporters to evaluate the 

possibility of their policy being imposed/exported to a specific destination.   
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Table 8.1. A checklist for policy transfer decisions 

1. Why do we want to adopt the policy (goals/outcomes)? 

2. What are particular successful elements of the policy we want to replicate? What 
should we ignore? 

3. What are other policy options that we should consider? 

4. How does the policy work in its original context (political, cultural, administrative, 
and socio-economic conditions)? 

5. Do we have enough or lack any structural/contextual conditions/resources for the 
policy to work in our context? 

6. When should we adopt the policy? Does the time gap affect the efficiency of the 
policy? 

7. What activities should we carry out to transfer the policy? How much time and 
budget should be allocated for these activities?  

8. How much change should we make to the policy? Will a combination of different 
policies work? 

9. Are there any obstacles for institutionalisation and implementation of the policy? 
What should be done to minimise these obstacles? 

10. How should the transfer decision be made? And by whom?  

11. How often should we evaluate the efficiency of the policy? 

12. Should further policy transfer activities be needed? Why? (Come back to the first 
question).    

 

8.3.2. A realist approach to meritocratic reform in authoritarian regimes 

It is universally agreed that a meritocratic civil service is a key to governance efficiency and 

development. Merit-based recruitment and promotion have been proved to attract well-

educated personnel and improve civil servants’ capability and performance (UNDP Global 

Centre for Public Service Excellence, 2015). This explains why countries, particularly 

countries in transition like Vietnam, are keen on learning from successful meritocratic 

models. However, a country’s merit-based policy is definitely influenced by its historical, 

political, institutional, and cultural factors. Particularly, political regime and ideology serve as 

determinants for the adoption of meritocracy. According to Berman et al. (2013, p. 165), "the 
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"soft" authoritarian (one-party) regimes establish deep and manifold ties with bureaucracies 

to incentivize officials and spur bureaucratic leadership, often with an emphasis on 

meritocracy and party loyalty…". In one-party political systems, the linkage between political 

parties and bureaucracy is significantly close, thus civil service neutrality does not work 

(Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013). Consequently, there are no “pure” merit principles that can 

apply to any system (Reyes, 2013, p. 4). In reality, meritocratic reforms that are developed 

in other contexts "cannot be replicated elsewhere unless local social and political conditions 

are kept in mind" (Saxena, 2015, p. 3). Therefore, this research argues that the so-called 

“universal meritocracy” (i.e. with neutral competency) cannot work properly in a setting that 

highlights such political values as party loyalty like Vietnam (and China). Instead, a 

contingent approach to meritocratic reform that takes into account the domestic political 

distinctiveness is more feasible.     

As Vietnam’s merit-based policy transfer is a highly politicised process, a politically neutral 

meritocratic civil service is far from reality. Vietnam has been reforming its civil service 

towards more merit-based, yet leaving party affiliation untouched. In this context, while it is 

possible to build a meritocratic system supportive of the Party’s political agenda and 

economic advancement, it would be unrealistic to hope for a politically independent 

meritocratic system in the near future. In addition, central to different approaches to merit-

based policy are the institutional differences in politics and administration relations. While 

the Western ideology emphasises “politics - administration dichotomy” (Wilson, 1887), with 

the presumed trade-off between political loyalty and competence (Gailmard & Patty, 2007; 

Hollibaugh, 2015), some Asian countries enjoy the benefits of combining political loyalty and 

competence in their merit-based policy, such as China and Singapore (Bellows, 2009; 

Nathan, 2003; Poocharoen & Brillantes, 2013; Wang & Pavlićević, 2014). This potential 

complementarity between politics and administration (Dasandi & Esteve, 2017; Svara, 1999) 
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shows that in authoritarianism, it is impossible to set the goal of separation between politics 

and administration in order to promote a meritocratic civil service. Likewise, it is impossible 

to set the goal of meritocratic reform as a means to achieve the separation between politics 

and administration, and between political and bureaucratic careers (Dahlström & Lapuente, 

2017). This is a prompt for sponsors as well as reformers who aim to make an institutional 

change or impose a politically neutral meritocratic model in authoritarian states.   

However, this is not to say that such a politicised approach to meritocracy is beneficial for 

the sake of the ruling party’s wellbeing and the country’s development. Research has found 

that the politicisation of the civil service has obvious negative consequences such as 

corruption, poor performance, lower capacity of the administration, inefficient civil service 

reforms, and possibly underdevelopment (Dahlström et al., 2012; Evans & Rauch, 1999; 

Gilmour & Lewis, 2006; Lewis, 2008; Nistotskaya & Cingolani, 2015; Repucci, 2014). 

Therefore, when it is infeasible to have a non-politicised meritocratic system in a context 

such as Vietnam, a balanced approach to the politicisation of merit-based policy is desirable. 

It is because “too much political control, through the design of personnel selection systems, 

can adversely affect bureaucratic competence. Too little political control can likewise 

diminish bureaucratic performance” (Krause et al., 2006, p. 785). The success of Singapore 

and the emergence of China, where meritocratic reforms are designed to improve the quality 

of political leadership and promote political responsiveness (Bell, 2015), are good reference 

points for Vietnam. 

Importantly, despite learning from successful lessons, an appropriate policy cannot produce 

desirable outcomes without efficient implementation measures. The shortfalls of Vietnam’s 

policy transfer are mainly related to the discrepancy between policy adoption and policy 

implementation. Problems with policy implementation are an inherent issue in Vietnam partly 

because policymakers are more concerned about the symbolic effects of reforms than 
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practical results (Acuña-Alfaro & Tran, 2016; Gainsborough et al., 2009; Hausman, 2010), 

and partly because policy implementation is negatively influenced by the primacy of informal 

institutions such as personalised relations, patronage, and corruption (Benedikter, 2016; 

Gainsborough et al., 2009). The Politburo’s decree issued in 2019, regarding keeping power 

in check in cadre affairs by halting payment for promotions to higher positions and power, is 

seen as a necessary step for anti-corruption and meritocratic reforms (Politburo, 2019). 

However, its effectiveness requires extensive efforts for enforcement and implementation 

because “it will take a considerable period of time to change Vietnam’s organisational culture 

from paying superiors for advancement to advancement based on merit” (Thayer, 2019b, p. 

2). Moreover, implementation capability is an issue. Even if policy transfer had already 

happened successfully, policy goals could not be achieved due to weaknesses in the policy 

implementation phase (Ngoasong, 2011). For Vietnam, implementation capacity is a 

concern, given that recently, there was a delay in implementing a position-based payment 

policy that was set for 2021, but has not yet come into effect. In short, attention should be 

paid to policy implementation; otherwise, merit-based policy transfer could hardly effectuate 

the objectives of reform. 

8.4. Limitations of the research 

Before conducting this research, I envisaged some difficulties when studying merit-based 

policy transfer in the Vietnamese context. Firstly, it is not easy to invite high-ranking officials 

to participate in one-hour-long interviews. Secondly, it is difficult to access documentation 

regarding policymaking and policy transfer, of which there is a lack of literature. Thirdly, 

meritocracy in a highly politicised civil service system can be a sensitive issue for the 

participants to share their full honest viewpoints. Fourthly, the majority of the existing 

literature and methodological approach is more about policy transfer in Western 

democracies than in authoritarianism, thus there is no established theoretical and 
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methodological background to rely on. I have tried to minimize these difficulties with multiple 

measures, including combining purposeful sampling with snowball sampling, selecting both 

working and retired participants, clarifying the objectives of research to the participants, and 

using a wide range of documents. Data analysis also paid close attention to the meaning 

and the context of words to ensure that the discourse was interpreted correctly and 

theoretical ideas emerge from concise data analysis. I also extensively used studies about 

China as a source of reference, particularly for triangulation of the findings in similar 

contexts.          

However, some limitations are unavoidable. These limitations lie in both the methodological 

constraints and the scope of the study. Firstly, given that the research was initially intended 

to view the policy transfer process through the eyes of domestic policy actors, it only focuses 

on the data collected from the perspective of Vietnamese policymakers and policy-takers. 

The research does not include participants from IOs and international institutions whose 

involvement in Vietnam's civil service reform is also significant. In fact, I planned the last 

field trip to interview representatives of IOs in Vietnam such as UNDP, ADB, and JICA, and 

country representatives of some Australian and UK universities. I assumed that they could 

provide information and viewpoints from the donors’ or policy exporters’ side. However, due 

to Covid-19 border restrictions, I could not make this trip, and acknowledge that this is one 

of the limitations in data collection. 

Secondly, the scope of the study is limited by both subjective and objective reasons. 

Meritocracy is a domain that can be perceived (through norms) and practiced (through 

policies and regulations). As Evans (2017a) observes, soft transfers (policy norms) are less 

remarkable than hard transfers (policy tools, techniques, programmes), thus it is more 

difficult to identify that “soft” policy transfer actually happens. This difficulty is exacerbated 

when policymakers are hesitant to confirm that they adopt a policy from overseas and there 



 
280 

 

is no available documentation. As such, the identification of policy transfer may not cover all 

aspects of merit-based policy transfer. Moreover, by focusing on only seven countries as 

sources of policy lessons (Australia, the UK, and the US in the West, and China, Japan, 

Singapore, and South Korea in Asia), this research may miss the opportunities to explore 

how and what Vietnam has been learning from other sources such as New Zealand, Russia, 

France, and other European countries. Even though it is too ambitious to include all these 

sources in one thesis, this limitation affects the coverage of research and consequently the 

comprehensiveness of data.           

Thirdly, this research recognises the limitation in theory generalisation. As the research aims 

to explore features of policy transfer in authoritarian regimes, a single case is obviously not 

enough for a robust theoretical conceptualisation. Across the research, relevant studies 

about China were used to support the analysis and to gain a kind of “analytic generalisation” 

(Yin, 2018). However, the scarcity of research in other authoritarian contexts limits a broader 

and stronger generalisation of theory about policy transfer in the authoritarian context. 

Moreover, the object of transfer (the merit-based policy) also influences the extent of 

representativeness and theoretical generalisation. Dolowitz and Marsh (2012) assert that 

understanding the actors’ motivation is critical to answering the questions of what, where, 

and how in policy transfer. This research focuses on merit-based policy in which the 

imperative and motivation to monopolise and politicise are significant because the ruling 

party uses cadres to strengthen their apparatus and exercise their power. Additionally, by 

using the abductive analysis approach, the theoretical account of this research is grounded 

mainly in the views of the participants and relies on their explanation and understanding of 

the phenomena (Bryman, 2016). As such, studies in less politicised areas may produce 

different results. Moreover, this research does not include a vigorous comparison of policy 

transfer in democracies and autocracies. This comparison is helpful for conceptualising 
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policy transfer in authoritarian regimes, however, it can only be done with an existing 

generalisation of policy transfer in democracies, of which there is still a lack of literature. 

Finally, this research accepts the fact that the study of policy transfer “is likely to produce 

more questions than answers” (Ellison, 2017). Many more questions about policy transfer in 

authoritarian regimes have emerged and have not been able to be answered. They include 

(but are not limited to), why - apart from the fear of instability - has policy transfer in 

authoritarianism happened in a gradual manner rather than as a quick policymaking tool in 

this rapidly globalised world? Can the strategic policy transfer approach be applied to other 

authoritarian countries? How does the authoritarian leadership form policy transfer networks 

for their own benefit? Has the epistemic community tried to influence politicians and 

policymakers or have their efforts been rejected? How do the key actors compromise in the 

process of localisation, translation, and assemblage of external policy ideas? How does 

policy transfer mediate power relations and state governance in authoritarianism? The 

limitations of, and the questions arising from this thesis are areas for further research. Future 

policy transfer studies should expand the geographical coverage to other authoritarian 

countries, explore other areas of policy, include wider groups of participants, and importantly 

focus on the relevance of the authoritarian power structure to policy transfer process design 

and policymaking outcomes.      

8.5. Concluding remarks 

Policy transfer has become a domain of interest of a wide range of scholars, from domestic 

politics to comparative policy analysis, public policy, and international relations. The main 

point in this study to be proposed to similar literature in the authoritarian context is that policy 

transfer should be examined from the perspective of power. The power-based lens 

highlights the significance of the power structure and powerful actors in the process. This 

study has sought to explore why and how the Vietnamese authoritarian regime engages in 
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merit-based policy transfer and how policy transfer under the authoritarian power determines 

policy outcomes. It argues that the authoritarian regime has used (merit-based) policy 

transfer as a tool for both progressive policymaking and political control. While adopting 

successful policy lessons from multiple, even contrasting sources, they do not compromise 

the principle of political partisanship. It also contends that power is of ultimate importance in 

shaping the policy transfer process and its outcomes. The limited influence of actors other 

than the communist party and the government, the selective shift of policy lesson sources, 

the strategic approach in policy transfer, and consequently the putative political success, 

are all reflections of political power configuration, calculation, and consolidation in an 

authoritarian context.           

Regarding meritocracy, it is commonly assumed that authoritarian regimes are more 

associated with non-meritocratic practices due to the lack of political neutrality in personnel 

decisions. This study shows that this assumption is only part of the truth. Just as in 

democratic regimes, authoritarian regimes are also keen on developing a meritocratic 

system to enhance their legitimacy. However, they cannot select a meritocratic model in 

which they are unable to manage the political risks, such as with the principle of neutral 

competence. They, therefore, adopt any meritocratic ideas and practices except political 

neutrality. The success of China, Singapore, and possibly Vietnam in gaining responsive 

competence to consolidate the ruling regime’s legitimacy allows us to think of a meritocratic 

model without political neutrality that can work in a specific context of authoritarianism. This 

is not to say that this model has no flaws, but to accept the fact that there exists a meritocratic 

model other than the Western meritocratic prescription. 

The world is facing many common global problems, from climate change, pandemics, 

inequality, and religious conflicts, to government accountability. These common problems 

do not only urge countries to cooperate with each other but also to rationally learn from 
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peers’ successful lessons. Authoritarian regimes continue to learn from both authoritarian 

and democratic models to reform their policies. However, what to learn and the way of 

learning vary depending on their domestic conditions and motivations. The CPV and the 

Vietnamese government are not an exception to this trend. The most important thing is that 

they should have a clear policy transfer strategy to locate themselves in the flow of policy in 

a globalised world. The CPV’s direction of being selective and adaptive to good international 

experience (Central Party Committee, 2018a) can be among such strategies.                 

In summary, this study of policy transfer in authoritarian Vietnam contributes to the 

scholarship in both empirical inquiry and theoretical development. Empirically, this study 

demonstrates that policy transfer is useful for the understanding of policy development in an 

authoritarian setting where it is used as a tool to concretise a political decision and political 

will. In the words of Evans (2009b, p. 265), “it provides a lens for observing both the changing 

nature of the nation-state and the role of state actors and institutions in promoting new forms 

of complex globalisation". Theoretically, this study shows that modifications and expansion 

of the existing policy transfer analytical framework are necessary for studying this 

phenomenon in diverse contexts. It also contributes to the call for more focus on the micro 

analysis of policy transfer, such as spatial and temporal dimensions in transfer, power and 

transfer processes, and the relationships between transfer mechanisms and policy 

outcomes (Dolowitz, 2020; Porto de Oliveira & Pal, 2018; Stone, 2017).  

The limitations of this thesis demonstrate the strength of policy transfer as a theory in 

contemporary policy studies, as it shows that more studies are needed to explore such a 

vast domain of scholarship. Politics is complex, and whilst some political regime structures 

may be more prominent in the literature than others, it does not negate the fact that these 

other structures exist. In order to understand how nations function, we must garner a 

deepening understanding of the inner-workings of these political structures, such as 
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authoritarian regimes in non-Western countries. As inquisitive beings, humans learn from 

one another in order to implement new strategies into their own contexts. The same goes 

for politics and policy transfer.  A more profound understanding of other political regime 

structures is crucial in order to progress from a Western-centric approach to one of a 

globalised understanding and perspective. 
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Appendix 8.  Interview questions 
 

I. Interview questions for round 1 

PART A: For all participants 

1. What are the most significant changes in Vietnam's public human resource management 

(public HRM) policy since 1986? How do these changes relate to the enhancement of the 

quality of public servants? Why Vietnam Communist Party and Government are keen to 

make changes in public HRM policy? What improvements in the HRM policy are they looking 

for? 

2. Why do you think these changes happened? Do they relate to the country's development 

milestones? If yes, what are these milestones and how do they influence the process?  

3. What public HRM policy do you think is the most effective so far (recruitment and 

selection, performance appraisal, transfers, promotions, terminations, payment…)? Why?  

4.  What are the similarities and differences between Vietnam’s public HRM policy and the 

ones which are considered to be “best practices” worldwide, such as in Western countries? 

5. Do you think that Vietnam has been adopting some of the "successful" public HRM models 

worldwide? If yes, where do they come from and why? If not, where do the changes come 

from?  

6. What elements of the current HRM policy that you see to be most aligned with HRM “best 

practices”? Do you think that Vietnam is active to learn from the Western “best practices” or 

is forced to learn from “successful” public HRM models? Why so? 

7. In your opinion, in what way and how has Vietnam adopted these "successful" public 

HRM models (searching for models and then redesign to fit Vietnam, sending government 

delegations abroad for study tours, inviting international experts to Vietnam, try to comply 

with international agreements…)?  

8. Who do you think to involve in the process of transformation of Vietnam's public HRM 

policy (Party, National Assembly, Government, international organisations, employers, 

employees….)? Who do you think to play the key roles, why? What are their motivations 

when involving in the development of public HRM? 

9. Do you think that it is appropriate to apply all Western HRM "best practices" to Vietnam's 

public sector? Why? What aspect in the HRM area is the most suitable for Vietnam's political 
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and cultural context? Please describe an HRM policy/idea that you think Vietnam learns 

most from Western HRM "best practices". 

10. What are the advantages and disadvantages of learning and adopting Western HRM 

"best practices" in Vietnam's public sector? Is there any part of the published HRM policy 

that has not been realised in practice? Why so? 

PART B. For leaders (heads/deputy heads of ministerial departments, provincial 
departments, agencies, SOEs) 

1. Could you please describe the process of making decisions/regulations/policy in public 

HRM at the national level (if possible) and your department level? What is your authority in 

HRM policy? What areas can you (or your level authority) decide and what areas do you 

have to obtain the upper government agency's decision? 

2. Have you taken part in any delegations abroad or attending workshops/projects with 

international experts/consultants about HRM? If yes, could you name some? 

3. Could you please describe the role of the Party Cell and the department’s leaders in 

deciding HRM issues in your department? Do you think that the current organisation 

structure hinders or facilitates the adoption of new ideas in HRM in your workplace? 

PART C. For human resource managers and line managers 

1. What makes it easy or difficult to apply Western HRM ideas/practices to Vietnam?  

2. Have you taken part in any delegations abroad or attending workshops/projects with 

international experts about HRM? If yes, could you name some? 

3. Could you please describe the role of the Party Cell and the department’s leaders in 

deciding HRM issues in your department? Do you think that the current organisation 

structure hinders or facilitates the adoption of new ideas in HRM in your workplace? 

PART D. For employees 

1. What are your most challenges when complying with the current HRM policy? What 

changes in HRM policy would you like to make if you have the authority to do so?  

2. Do you think that the recent changes in public HRM policy bring better conditions/benefits 

for you? Why?  

3. What aspects of the Western HRM ideas/practices do you wish Vietnam to adopt? Why 

are you motivated by those changes?  
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II. Interview questions for round 2 and round 3 

1) What reforms have been made in public HRM meritocracy and decentralisation policies 

(How merit-based recruitment, promotion, and payment have been changed? How far have 

HRM functions been decentralised?)? 

2) How similar are Vietnam’s meritocracy and decentralisation policies compared to other 

countries, including Western countries (such as the US, the UK, Australia…) and Asia 

countries (such as China, Singapore, Japan…)? Can you give some examples of 

similarities?  

3) From these similarities, do you confirm that Vietnam has transferred/learnt these policies 

from other countries? If yes, what has been transferred (the whole policy, just the policy 

idea/norms/standard, policy tool (law, regulations), just the techniques,...)?  and where are 

the transferred policies from (Western and/or Asian countries, international organisations)?  

4) What are the contextual conditions for policy transfer to happen (what are factors relating 

to Vietnam, what factors relating to transferring actors and transferred policies, what global 

forces)? 

5) Who initiated and was involved in the policy transfer process (political actors, policy 

entrepreneurs, IGOs, NGOs, epistemic community, political consultants,…)? 

6) Why do they involve? What are their motivations? 

7) When was the policy transfer decided (at what events or what critical junctures)? 

8) What measures/strategies have been taken by Vietnam to transfer policies (searching for 

models and then redesign to fit Vietnam, sending government delegations abroad for study 

tours, inviting international experts to Vietnam, try to comply with international 

agreements…)? What steps have been taken? 

9) Is the transfer process voluntary or coercive? Is there any external and internal pressure 

for transferring meritocracy and decentralisation policies to Vietnam? 

10) To what extent are the above policies transferred to Vietnam (copying, emulation, 

hybridisation, adaptation, inspiration,…)? 

11) What are the factors relating to the policies themselves that facilitate and/or hinder the 

policy transfer process (are the policies “fashion”, are they simple or complicated for 

transfer…)? 
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12) What are factors relating to transferring actors that facilitate and/or hinder the policy 

transfer process (reputation, openness, mutual relationships…)? 

13) What are factors relating to Vietnam’s context that facilitate and/or hinder the policy 

transfer process (historical, political and institutional, cultural, and socio-economic factors)? 

14) Are meritocracy and decentralisation policies successful in Vietnam? Why so? 

15) Is there any case that the policy may be adopted for legitimacy as a strategic response 

but it is not put in practice? Is there any case that transferred policies are good policies to 

adopt, no matter how appropriate it is to Vietnam's context? Is there any case that 

transferred policies are appropriate policies to adopt, thanks to their "fit" with Vietnam's 

context? Is there any combination of the above? 
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Appendix 9. Participant Information Form 

 

Chief Investigator: Prof. Mark Beeson  

School of Social Sciences 

The University of Western Australia 

35 Stirling Highway, Crawley WA 6009 

Tel: +61 (0) 8 6488-2487 [Office] 

       +61 (0)  451 177 856 [Mobile] 

Email: mark.beeson@uwa.edu.au 

http://www.socialsciences.uwa.edu.au 

 

Participant Information Form 
Project title: Human Resource Management Policy Transfer in Vietnam’s Public Sector: An Empirical 

Research 
Name of Researchers: 1. Professor Mark Beeson (Principal supervisor and chief investigator) 

  2. Associate Professor Jeannette Taylor (Coordinating supervisor) 

  3. Mrs. Duong Thuy Hang (PhD Student) 

Invitation:  
You are being invited to participate in a project entitled “Human Resource Management Policy Transfer in 

Vietnam’s Public Sector: An Empirical Research” because with your current/previous position, you have 

practical knowledge and experience, which is useful to the project. Your participation will help to achieve the 

project aims of promoting understanding about Vietnam’s public human resource management and the 

policy transfer process, and contribute to making recommendations to the country’s policy makers. 
 
Aim of the Study (What is the project about?) 
This study is a research project by PhD. student, Ms. Duong Thuy Hang, under the supervision of Professor 

Mark Beeson and Associate Professor Jeannette Taylor, to fulfil the requirements of her PhD. program at the 

School of Social Sciences, The University of Western Australia (UWA). The research will explore the 

transformation of the human resource management (HRM) policy in Vietnam’s public sector since its reform 

“doi moi” in 1986 and analyse the nature of the public HRM policy transfer process in Vietnam. The research 

will answer the questions when and why the Western public HRM philosophy and practices were transferred 

to Vietnam, what and how it was transferred and what are the facilitating and constraining factors during the 

transfer process. It will pay particular attention to how Vietnam’s political, institutional and cultural features 

influence the policy transfer process. Therefore, this research will enrich the existing study about policy 

transfer in a developing country and contribute to diversifying study about Vietnam.  

 
 
What does participation involve? 

Primary data will be collected through in-depth interviews and documentary research, and secondary data 

will be obtained from online and on-site sources. Participants joining in interviews will be asked questions 
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regarding their knowledge, experience and viewpoints about human resource management policy in 

Vietnam’s public sector. Participants can also provide relevant published documents (such as resolutions, 

decrees, laws, regulations, reports…) to supplement their answers. When participants consent to join 

interviews and sign the Participant Consent Form, the interview time will be scheduled at the participant’s 

most convenience. Face-to-face interview will be note taken and recorded as agreed by participants. Each 

interview will last from 1 to 1.5 hours. Email interviews (questions and answers are sent via emails) will be 

accepted if the participants unable to arrange face-to-face interviews. Language used during interviews will 

be Vietnamese, translation is done for data record and analysis.  

 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal from the Study 

The participation in this project is voluntary and flexible. There is no legal contract to participate in this 

project. Participants can withdraw from the project at any time as long as any part of the data collected has 

not been published or released. Once you confirm your withdrawal from the project, the data provided by you 

will be removed from the research and destroyed. There will be no consequences or liabilities associated 

with your withdrawal.  

 
Your privacy  
Your participation in this study and any information you provide will be treated in a confidential manner. Your 

name and identifying details will be kept anonymous. The data you provide will be used for the PhD. thesis, 

journal articles and academic conference papers only. Data collected will be saved securely in a password-

protected computer and will be kept secure within seven years at UWA’s research database system.  

 

Possible Benefits 

Human resource development, especially public human resources development, is confirmed as a key factor 

for Vietnam’s development. In the context of Vietnam’s determination to reform the public sector, including 

enhancing the capacity of public servants, the understanding of how Vietnam learns from the world public 

human resource management models will help identify advantages, disadvantages, strengths and 

weaknesses during the learning process and the adopting of successful models. This research will provide 

references to Vietnam’s policy makers, which hopefully stimulate better public HRM policy. Participation in 

this project is one way to make your voice heard and your recommendations published in a formal and 

scientific manner. Therefore, it will contribute not only to diversifying research about policy transfer and 

Vietnam in the world academic forum, but also to improving the condition of human resource management in 

Vietnam’s public sector.  

 
Possible Risks and Risk Management Plan 

There will be a letter of introduction from Department of Home Affairs of Da Nang City where the PhD. 

researcher works. The research will be carried out formally in accordance with the UWA Human Ethics 

guidelines and the Vietnamese public servant regulations. Participants will be provided all information about 

their involvement in the project and interviews will only be conducted when the participants agree verbally or 

sign the Participant Consent Form. If the participants feel or identify any possible risks, they can decide to 

withdraw their participation from the research. 
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Contacts 

If you would like to participate or discuss any aspect of this study, please feel free to contact me either at +61 

(8) 6488 2487 or +61 (0)  451 177 856 or by email at mark.beeson@uwa.edu.au. You can also contact the 

Human Ethics Office at UWA directly at the below contact details. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Mark Beeson 

Chief Investigator 

--------------------------------------------------------------- 
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and 

approval procedures.  Any person considering participation in this research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions 

or issues with the researchers at any time.  In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics 

issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the Human Ethics office at UWA on (08) 

6488 4703 or by emailing to humanethics@uwa.edu.au. All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of any Participant 

Information Form and/or Participant Consent Form relating to this research project. 

 
 

 




