
 

 
 
 
Radical approach needed for Malaysian universities to reach 
global Top 100 
 
Malaysian universities are failing to move up the global university 
rankings because their research is generally not of top class quality 
and they have an acute lack of the “star” academics whose work 
would attract a huge number of citations. 
 
But Professor Ghauth Jasmon, who was Vice Chancellor of Universiti 
Malaya from 2008 – 2013 and is now a senior fellow at the Jeffrey 
Cheah Institute, argues institutions can perform better 
internationally if they adopt a “radical” approach, including allowing 
the best scholars to focus exclusively on research. 
 
“Malaysian research is not of a quality that will produce a lot of 
citations and the number of papers is also low,” he told the audience 
at his lecture; part of the Jeffrey Cheah Distinguished Speakers 
Series. “This is the fundamental problem.” 
 
There are three main indicators - Shanghai Jiao Tong Academic 
Ranking of World Universities, Times Higher Education World 
University Rankings and QS World University Rankings, which 
measure performance in a range of areas including teaching, 
international outlook and research. Malaysia only participates in the 
QS survey where research has a weighting of 20 percent, compared 
with 70 percent for the Times survey and 90 percent for Shanghai 
Jiao Tong.  
 
Ghauth noted that the indices were of increasing significance in 
academia and had created what he called, a “reputation race” 
among institutions.  
 



The former Universiti Malaya VC, who also established Multimedia 
University, said Malaysian universities research limitations mean 
they are unlikely to meet the government target of two institutions 
in Top 100 globally by 2015 and three by 2020.  
 
Focussing on scientific fields, he showed that Universiti Malaya’s 
citations, as measured by the Scientific Citation Index, remained 
steady from 1981 – 1996 while rivals, National University of 
Singapore and Nanyang Technological University overtook UM and 
powered ahead.    
 
The leading global institution, Harvard University in the United 
States, had 1.7 million citations between 2001 and 2005, while 
Universiti Malaya had just 8,212, Ghauth said. Malaysia’s 
performance also lagged other developing nations including South 
Africa, Iran, Thailand, Egypt and Croatia.  
 
The key to improving research, and thus citations, he said, is 
leadership. While public universities have plenty of (government-
funded) income, they need dynamic and determined leaders who 
will champion academic excellence and quality research and push 
through necessary reforms even in the face of resistance. 
 
Being a VC, Ghauth said recalling his time at Universiti Malaya, was 
a, “fine balancing act (between) trying to get things done and, at the 
same time, keeping everyone at bay.” 
 
Using NTU as an example, Ghauth showed how its recruitment of 
high profile scholars had led to more citations and a sustained 
improvement in its global ranking. Of 15 “superstar” researchers in 
the world, whose publications are “gold,” he noted, one is at NTU. 
 
Universiti Malaya has been moving up the rankings and came in at 
151 in the most recent QS survey.  
 
Ghauth said the country’s leading institute of learning was doing the 
right things – employing better quality academics, strengthening its 
advisory board with the recruitment of Nobel Prize laureates and 
deepening its international links. As VC, Ghauth introduced the High 
Impact Research group in 2010 and secured more research funding 



from the government. But, drawing an analogy with Premier League 
football, he said Malaysian universities had to do more to attract the 
top stars. “People buy players. People can buy academics. Having 
such people in your institution will attract other brainy people. They 
are fuel for the rocket.” 
 
To lure such high flyers and ensure they stay, universities should also 
consider a number of other measures to improve their research 
performance, he said. Doctorates should be compulsory for all 
academics, scholars should be grouped so the best researchers focus 
only on research while the majority teach, research should be 
focussed on key disciplines and incentives provided for quality 
papers.  
 
“Many people can become teachers, but there are few people who 
are highly cited researchers,” Ghauth said. “They are special, but if 
you treat them like every other academic they will leave; they will 
not stay in your system.” 
 
Further reading: 
 
http://sunway.edu.my/university/sites/default/files/jcdss/JCDSS_1
3Nov2014_slides.pdf  
  
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/world-university-
rankings/2014-15/world-ranking  
 
http://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings 
 
http://www.shanghairanking.com 
 
  
  
  
 
  

http://sunway.edu.my/university/sites/default/files/jcdss/JCDSS_13Nov2014_slides.pdf
http://sunway.edu.my/university/sites/default/files/jcdss/JCDSS_13Nov2014_slides.pdf
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