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Abstract: Risk management is now increasingly used in organizations in order to 

reduce losses and increase opportunities in a world of uncertainty. In the sector of higher 

education, risk management has become requirement of many quality standards, such as 

the ISO 9001:2015, the Australian Higher Education Standards Framework, the AUN-QA 

Framework for Institutional Level. In Vietnam, risk management has been recently embedded 

in The Standard of Quality for Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). However, the selection 

of methods used to identify risks proves to be challenging for HEIs not only in Vietnam, but 

also in other countries. Employing Delphi technique, this study has identified eight extreme 

risks in human resource management (HRM) in one of the universities in Vietnam. The study 

exemplified the application of Delphi technique in risk identification and evaluation in 

Vietnamese higher education institutions. 

Key words: Risk management, quality assurance, Higher education, Delphi technique, 

Vietnam. 

 

Introduction 

Organizations of all types and sizes face internal and external factors and influences that 

make it uncertain whether and when they will achieve their objectives. The effect this 

uncertainty has on the achievement of an organization's objectives is commonly defined as 

“risk” (ISO, 2009). World-wide practices show that risk management has now become an 

integral part of any organisation, assuring effectiveness of, and adding value to the 

organization (Hopkin, 2017). Mentioning the difficulties in dealing with uncertainties, Aven 

(2016) argues that, although risk management have been applied widely in almost every 

societal sector, how to understand and deal with the uncertainties remains a difficult question 

for any organization, including HEIs around the world. These understandings require our 

knowledge about the phenomena and depend strongly on our risk perspective (Aven, 2011). 

Furthermore, nowadays when a risk normally results from a number of interrelated activities 

in many different sectors, it is necessary to have an integrative thinking and a proactive 

approach which reflects a strong “ability to face constructively the tension of opposing ideas 

and instead of choosing one at the expense of the other” (Martin, 2009, p. 15). This challenge 

could be more complicated when transfer of knowledge and experience are often difficult to 

obtain across areas (Aven, 2016). 



Studies on risk management in recent decades have contributed to the establishment of 

the principles and processes on identifying, analysing, evaluating, assessing and managing 

risks in order to reduce losses and to increase opportunities in most present societal sectors 

(Aven, 2016). Such contributions are becoming more and more important in terms of 

supporting practical decision-making (Aven, 2016; Bernstein, 1996). At present, theories on 

risk management have been introduced into a number of documents like ISO 31000, explicitly 

integrated into some other standards, such as ISO 9001:2015 and Baldrige Excellence 

Framework, and embedded in practical procedures and policies of many organizations.  

While risk management in business sector has received due attention, in higher 

education, the concept of risk management has very recently been acknowledged (Ariff et al., 

2014). In some countries, a top down approach is implemented, where risk management is a 

part of national regulation (Maciejczak, 2016). For example in the United Kingdom, since 

2000 the Higher Education Funding Council has required all universities to introduce risk 

management as governance tool, or as a method to facilitate and improve decision making 

(Huber, 2011). In Malaysia, it is instructed in the  University Good Governance Index in 2011 

that all public universities have to implement an organized risk management in order to get 

the autonomy status (Ariff et al., 2014). Risk management has been also integrated into a 

number of quality standards for higher education institutions; for example, the 

Australian Higher Education Standards Framework, the AUN-QA Framework for 

Institutional Level, and the Standard of Quality for HEIs promulgated very recently by the 

Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam. In another approach, a bottom up risk 

management is carried out when risk management is voluntarily incorporated into 

institutional quality assurance system. However, as several researchers have noted, it is hard 

to find detailed descriptions of this approach to risk management in higher education sector 

(Liu, 2015; Maciejczak, 2016). 

The first step to manage risks is to identify uncertainties that could affect an 

organisation’s objectives. Although there are many methods to identify these uncertainties or 

risks in the business sector, the research into risk management and the method/s that are 

suitable for HEIs received little attention. A recent study in Poland has indicated a number of 

methods often used to identify risks in business such as: Previous experience, Documents 

review, Brainstorming, and Delphi Technique; while Process analysis, Survey/Polls, SWOT 

analysis, Interview (expert judgment), Focus groups, and Simple modelling are less likely to 

be used (Gorzeń-Mitka, 2013). Other methods are frequently mentioned in the literature are: 

Checklist, Flowcharts, Influence Diagram, Pondering, Nominal Group Technique, Cause-and-

Effect Diagram, Root Cause Identification, Case based approach, What if? SWIFT structure, 

HAZOP, Business impact analysis, and so on (Garrido, Cassia, Ribeiro, & Naked, 2011). 

To identify and evaluate risks, it is necessary to have the experience and knowledge of 

different people; however, the method to achieve this is not only the question of the method 

itself, but also the question of the culture of the organisation in the particular country. For 



example, in a country of high power distance ideas or opinions from higher ranked people are 

assumed to have higher value compared with that of the lower ranked people (Hofstede, 

Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). As a result, challenging idea or opinion from a higher ranked 

person is likely to be unacceptable and therefore any method used to identify and evaluate 

risks through discussions in such culture should be taken with care. Acknowledging this, the 

current study took a HEI as a case study and employed Delphi technique to identify and 

evaluate risks in the human resource management (HRM) in this case.  

The selection of Delphi technique helped to achieve the object of this study due to some 

reasons. Delphi technique is used commonly in social science to transform opinions into 

group consensus (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). According to Hsu and Sandford 

(2007), the Delphi technique is a widely used and accepted method for gathering data from 

respondents within their domain of expertise. Furthermore, this technique can help to reduce 

the effect of noise, the influence of dominant individuals, and group pressure for conformity 

because of there is no discussion between the participants during the study.  

Method 

A study employed Delphi technique often consists of two to four stages; and although 

the more participants the better, a variation of 15 to 60 participants could be seen as 

reasonable choice (Hasson et al., 2000). This case study was conducted in a HEI in Vietnam, 

with 50 selected participants. They were senior administrators, a number of selected teaching 

staff in the Faculty of Business Administration, and some teaching staff who had left this 

HEI. They were selected with the assumption that these people had both theoretical and 

practical knowledge in the studied issue. In each of the three stages, the questionnaire was 

mailed to each participant. After filling in the questionnaires, they drop them directly into a 

box to assure the anonymous contribution. The number questionnaire distributed to each of 

the participant and the number of responses in each stage was described in the Table 1. 

Table 1. Number of questionnaire distributed and responses 

Stage Number of questionnaire distributed 
Responses 

Quantity Percentage 

1 50 40 80.0% 

2 50 35 70.0% 

3 40 37 92.5% 

In the first stage, after having permission from the Vice-Chancellor, an invitation letter 

and an open questionnaire (Appendix 1) were sent to all participants by email, asking them to 

identify as much as possible the apparent risks in each sector of HRM in their HEI. All the 

responses collected in the stage one were then classified and summarised into 14 risks. 



In the second stage, the participants were asked to fill in the second questionnaire 

(Appendix 2) to rate the possibility in the form of percentage and the impact of each 14 risks 

in scale from 1 for insignificant to 5 extreme consequence. Based on the average possibility 

and average consequence of each risk, these 14 risks in HRM were rated as described in the 

Table 2. The first eight risks with the value of rating indicator (I) from 1.75 upward (the 

possibility of 50 percent and the consequence of 3.50) in the table 1 were seen as extreme 

risks and therefore they were chosen for the third stage. 

Table 2. Risks in HRM rated according to the possibility and consequence 

No Risk description 
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1. Lack of motivation to enhance quality of working performance  62,92 3,62 2,28 

2. 
Limitation of the institutional performance due to unreasonable 

structure of the human resource  
58,04 3,74 2,17 

3. Ineffective use of resources to upgrade the quality of the staff 55,77 3,63 2,02 

4. Loss of invaluable personnel 51,58 3,85 2,00 

5. Unclear strategic planning for human resource  55,93 3,46 1,93 

6. Lack of desire for innovation 54,62 3,43 1,87 

7. 
Lack of encouragement in enhancing the staff’s responsibility and 

productivity 
55,00 3,40 1,87 

8. 
Lack of encouragement in enhancing staff to be active and creative 

in working 
49,04 3,57 1,75 

9. 
Regular institutional operation could be affected due to the loss of 

some key senior administrators 
48,46 3,56 1,72 

10. Unprofessional staff 49,12 3,40 1,67 

11. 
Job descriptions are not clear enough for recruitment, promoting, 

and staff rotation  
48,33 3,44 1,66 

12. Lack of specific experts for institutional innovation 47,69 3,21 1,53 

13. Responsibility gap existence 46,76 3,24 1,51 

14. Lack of a systematic human resource management 44,38 2,94 1,31 

In the third stage, a questionnaire (Appendix 3) was distributed to 40 people who had at 

least participated in one of two previous stages. In this questionnaire, participants were asked 

to suggest treatments for each of the eight extreme risks. 

Results and Discussion 



With the selection of the rating indicator of 1.75 upward, eight extreme risks in HRM of 

the participating HEI had been identified through this study as described in Table 2 and the 

treatments of these risks had been addressed. A report of the findings of the current study had 

been made to the top managers and the CEO of the participating HEI and the researchers 

received a very positive feedback and sharing from these people.  

In terms of methodology, this study re-affirmed the definition of Delphi technique as a 

method to collect opinions and views from different people with different backgrounds, 

knowledge, and experiences It also supported (Hsu & Sandford, 2007)’s claim  that 

employing Delphi technique to identify and assess risks can help to avoid the effect of noise, 

the influence of dominant individuals, and group pressure for conformity. The study has 

further provided evidence for the application of Delphi technique in higher education and in a 

culture with high power distance like Vietnam. The findings of the current study showed that 

the participants’ contributions depend much on their expertise; therefore, the involvement of 

professionals, the more experienced people in the field of the study, and the some outsiders 

could help to bring about more fruitful results. This involvement assists to expand the 

variation of opinions and ideas in the first stage of the study, and as the result, it could help 

the top senior administrators of an organisation to have many different views on a risk 

identified before making their decision. 

Although Delphi technique provides invaluable tool to risk identification and risk 

treatments, this study suggested that discussions about the results of a study employed Delphi 

technique may help to have more in-depth understandings. Further research to investigate this 

suggestion could be necessary for HEIs in Vietnam, especially when risk management is 

introduced for the first time into these HEIs. 
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Appendix 1. Contribution on Risk Identification in Human Resource Management 

Please list and describe all the possible risks in the following sectors of the human 

resource management in the university. 

Sectors of HRM Description of risks 

Model of HRM  

Recruitment, Professional Development, 

Management, Rewards,… 

 

Using technology in HRM  

Human resource for innovation  

Others  

 

Thank you very much for your contribution! 

 

Appendix 2. Evaluation of the Possibility and the Consequence of Risks in HRM 

Based on your contribution, there are 14 risks in HRM summarized in the following 

table. Please evaluate the possibility and consequence of these risks. The possibility is rated 

from 0% to 100% and the consequence is rated in five levels scale: insignificant (1), minor 

(2), moderate (3), major (4), and extreme (5): 

Description of the different levels of risk impact 

Level of impact Description 

Extreme (5) 
Event or circumstance with potentially disastrous impact on business or 

significant material adverse impact on a key area 

Major (4) 
Critical event or circumstance that can be endured with proper 

management 

Moderate (3) 
Significant event or circumstance that can be managed under normal 

circumstances 

Minor (2) 
Event with consequences that can be readily absorbed but requires 

management effort to minimise the impact 

Insignificant (1) 
Some loss but not material; existing controls and procedures should cope 

with event or circumstance 

 

  



Evaluation of the Possibility and the Consequence of Risks in HRM: 

No Risks 
Possibility 

(0÷100%) 

Consequence 

(1 to 5) 

1.  
Risk: Lack of encouragement in enhancing staff to be 

active and creative in working.   

2.  
Risk: Lack of motivation to enhance quality of working 

performance.   

3.  
Risk: Regular institutional operation could be affected due 

to the loss of some key senior administrators.   

4.  

Risk: Limitation of the institutional performance due to 

unreasonable structure of the human resource. 

Examples: high percentage of indirect labor, the low ratio 

of student/academic…   

5.  

Risk: Unclear strategic planning for human resource. 

Examples: Strategic plans of the University are not up to 

date and/or lack of coherent…   

6.  
Risk: Job descriptions are not clear enough for recruitment, 

promoting, and staff rotation.   

7.  

Risk: Unprofessional staff. 

Examples: Lack of professional development programmes 

for the staff, new requirement of human resource…   

8.  

Risk: Ineffective use of resources to upgrade the quality of 

the staff. 

Examples: investing to upgrade the staff’s qualification but 

many of them have left the University after graduation or 

have not completed their postgraduate programmes on 

time…    

9.  
Risk: Lack of encouragement in enhancing the staff’s 

responsibility and productivity.    

10.  Risk: Responsibility gap existence.    

11.  Risk: Lack of a systematic human resource management.   

12.  

Risk: Lack of desire for innovation. 

Examples: learning anxiety, waiting but not acting for the 

change...   

13.  Risk: Lack of specific experts for institutional innovation.   

14.  

Risk: Loss of invaluable personnel. 

Examples: the staff may leave the University because of 

slow innovation, weak competitiveness…   

Thank you so much for your contribution! 

  



Appendix 3. Contributions for the risk treatments 

With your contributions, eight extreme risks in HRM of the University have been 

identified as described in the following table. These risks have the rating indicators from 1.75 

upward (the result of their possibility and their consequence). Please suggest the treatments 

for these risks! 

Risk treatment suggestions: 

No Risk description Treatment suggestion 

1. 
Lack of motivation to enhance quality of working 

performance.  

2. 
Limitation of the institutional performance due to 

unreasonable structure of the human resource.  

3. 
Ineffective use of using resources to upgrade the 

quality of the staff.  

4. Loss of invaluable personnel. 
 

5. Unclear strategic planning for human resource. 
 

6. Lack of desire for innovation. 
 

7. 
Lack of encouragement in enhancing the staff’s 

responsibility and productivity.  

8. 
Lack of encouragement in enhancing staff to be active 

and creative in working.  

 

 


