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Amporn Sa-ngiamwibool (Thailand), Kittipol Wisaeng (Thailand)

ASEAN ECONOMIC
COMMUNITY AND ITS IMPACTS:
OPPORTUNITIES, CHALLENGES,
AND IMPLICATIONS

FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

Abstract

The vision of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) envisaged as a global ASEAN
has impacts on all sectors, including higher education (HE), a key driver to the goal.
However, it is still debatable whether HE can achieve it. This study aimed to draw in-
sights into its impacts with a focus on opportunities, challenges, and implications for
HE. This study employed qualitative, comparative, interpretive, and in-depth analysis
of documents. The findings revealed that the progress of AEC has a great impact on
HE in three areas. Prospective opportunities comprise the services sector and internal
cooperation and collaboration. The sector accounted for approximately 50% of the real
output in 2018. The top three countries were Singapore (68.9%), Thailand (59.9%), and
the Philippines (57.8%). However, a crucial challenge is an inequitable access to digital-
driven education due to inequitable access to the Internet among member countries.
The gaps of subscribers and cellular phones lie between 94.6 and 33.1 and between
180.2 and 51.9 respectively. Singapore, the regions’ best education and labor mobility
destination, has the highest rates of subscribers (100) and cellular phone usage (88.2).
For implications, policymakers should foster interconnectivity and digitalization
through innovation-driven education. A feasible roadmap for strategic management
is also proposed for AEC engagement.

Keywords interconnectivity, digitalization, capacity-building, ICT
in education
JEL Classification 121,123,128

INTRODUCTIONS

AEC has had enormous impacts on the economies of the ten mem-
ber countries, including higher educational services. As AEC has
been gearing towards more strengthening cooperation and the global
ASEAN in 2025, it is necessary for HE to carefully investigate the im-
pacts of the post-2015 AEC to gain insights into its impacts focusing
on key opportunities, challenges, and implications to propose a more
strategic roadmap for AEC engagement. As HE is integral to the prog-
ress of AEC, HE policymakers of more than 7,000 universities in the
region (Peak et al., 2018) should have a clear understanding of its im-
pacts to strategically manage their institutions to success.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Te et al. (2018) and Batalova et al. (2017) have shown that ASEAN eco-
nomic integration has potential impacts on the economy and busi-
ness of the region and each member country. This study, therefore, fo-
cused on the impacts in three areas (namely opportunities, challenges,
and implications for HE). The literature review discusses key factors
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regarding each area and offers insights into the
background of this study.

Several scholars agreed that AEC offers opportu-
nities in relation to these key factors. One major
factor is its global engagement. Hill and Menon
(2014) indicated that the countries (e.g., Malaysia,
Singapore, and Thailand) that are always open to
the global and regional economy have shown high-
er progress than other countries (e.g., Indonesia,
Myanmar, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) that
disengage from the global economy. Similarly,
Cripps and Khurasee (2016) found that global
trades and financial networks account for the eco-
nomic inequity in this region. Singapore, Malaysia,
and Thailand have demonstrated unlimited par-
ticipation in global networks so their economies
progress impressively while, due to their limited
participation, the Philippines and Indonesia have
modest economic progress although they have
followed the same path. Similarly, the new mem-
bers like the CMLV group (namely Cambodia,
Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam) are the least eco-
nomically successful countries.

Another key factor that has enormous impacts on
economic integration is its widening and deepen-
ing connectivity, especially physical connectivity.
Chia (2016) found that an analysis of economic
integration often fails to highlight the role of the
delivery of physical goods and trade and invest-
ment liberalization makes people mobility possi-
ble, especially in geographically dispersed regions
like ASEAN.

The last major factor is its deepening and strength-
ening economic cooperation. Aldaba and Aldaba
(2013), for example, examined the capacity-build-
ing needs as required by Mutual Recognition
Agreements (MRAs) in 7 careers (namely account-
ancy, architecture, dental practice, engineering,
land surveying, medical, and nursing). This study
revealed that, when compared to trade in goods,
its overall progress in service liberalization was
modest due to several barriers (namely constitu-
tional restrictions, governance issues, limitations
on equity participation, practice of professions,
insufficient infrastructure, high costs of running
business, and limitations imposed on foreign ser-
vice providers). This study, therefore, defined a
feasible plan for a variety of services sectors to pro-
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mote the cooperation and collaboration mecha-
nisms between public agencies and private sectors.

Considering the achievements of the post-2015
AEC, the economy and business of all member
counties fully and partially gained opportunities
both at the macro and micro levels: worker mo-
bility (Batalova et al., 2017), free flow of skilled
labor (Luz, 2014; Huelser & Heal, 2014), the flow
of trade, goods, service and investments (Rivera
& Lagdameo, 2013), micro, small and medium en-
terprises (MSMEs) (Riiland, 2016), integration of
trade and investment as an important step for the
progress of regional economic integration (Das,
2015), impact of trade liberalization with a focus
on twelve industry sectors in ASEAN-5 (includ-
ing Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, and
the Philippines) (Vineles, 2017), business systems
(Lim, 2017), marketing business (Verhezen et al.
2016), increase in investment climate (Bhaskaran,
2013), connectivity to a wider economic context
(Abonyi, 2012), ASEAN integration and beyond
(Das, 2015), and directions that ASEAN is moving
towards (Azis, 2018; Chia & Plummer, 2015).

To achieve the goal of AEC, there are remain-
ing challenges. Numerous studies investigated
the challenges, including past successes and fu-
ture challenges of AEC (Hui & Kiesha, 2016), re-
maining challenges (Menon & Melendez, 2017),
challenges within a changing context (Austria,
2013), labor market prospects and challenges
(Hoang, 2013), conflicts of interest (Yean & Das,
2015), the challenge of innovation-micro view
(Abonyi, 2012), problems of regional integration
(Onyusheva et al., 2018), opportunities, challenges
and implications of ASEAN (Rana & Ardichvili,
2014), struggling with Southeast Asia’s region-
al corporatism (Riiland, 2016), and challenges of
regional integration for the internationalization
(Moussa & Kanwara, 2015).

Major challenges involve capacity-building
(Aldaba & Aldaba, 2013) and skill development
(Papademetriou et al., 2015). Bangun (2014) noted
that human capital had significant impacts on the
economic growth and HE enrollment as compared
to primary and secondary education has the most
positive impacts on the regional economy because
AEC demands higher skills for transforming into
global ASEAN.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(3).2021.21



Human development directs toward worker mo-
bility to meet the regional qualifications and pro-
fessional standards. A major challenge, among
many, to worker mobility, is related to policies
at different levels. At the macro level, work mo-
bility needs regional and national supports. Te et
al. (2018) investigated the effects of health-related
MRAs on the mobilization of medical practition-
ers and found that the mobility of health work-
ers and the implementation of any health-related
MRA need to be enhanced. This must be support-
ed by a stronger political commitment and high-
er-level trade and immigration policies.

Papademetriou et al. (2015) highlighted similar
potential challenges faced by professionals (name-
ly, the complexity of the qualification process, na-
tional-level barriers, and perceived cultural, lan-
guage, and socio-economic obstacles). A practical
model for establishing a unified standard through
professional certification examination by char-
tered professional associations was therefore pro-
posed to overcome these impediments.

To reduce detrimental challenges and optimize
the opportunities offered by AEC, Wallar (2014)
proposed effective implementation of ASEAN
agreements and more engagement with the pri-
vate sector, developing regional rules in key are-
as (e.g., investment, finance, customs, and com-
petition policy for implementation in the private
sector).

Effective implementation can reduce challenges to
work mobility and other kinds of regional cooper-
ation at the micro-level can be done through the
promotion of quality education, especially higher
education. As HE is the key driver to human cap-
ital development, higher education institutions
(HEISs) in this region can help optimize the oppor-
tunities and enhance the competitiveness of AEC.
Several studies indicate that the regional econom-
ic transformation and HE have reciprocal impacts
on each other. For example, Pyakurel (2014) em-
phasized the impacts of ASEAN policy on HE and
the job market while Tullao and Cabuay (2015) fo-
cused on the role of education in workforce devel-
opment and innovation development in ASEAN
by suggesting improvements in the engineering
technical skills; exploring collaborations between
engineering institutions and professionals, lessons

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(3).2021.21
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from the advanced economy on upskills, reskills,
and soft skills development of would-be engineers
and innovative perspectives to their country’s de-
velopment. To develop workforces, HE can pro-
vide quality education and equity through ICT
and digital connectivity (The Head Foundation,
2017; UNESCO, 2015; SEAMEO, 2010; ADB, 2009,
2011).

To enhance effective implementation conducive to
the goal of AEC, HE must look at the global and
regional trends as they have enormous impacts on
HE policies. Among the major trends, globaliza-
tion and internationalization lie on the top and
have strong impacts on HE in this region. For ex-
ample, with reference to Grapragasem et al. (2014)
who explored trends in HE in Malaysia, which is
considered as the top international HE and trans-
national education (TNE) among the ten member
countries, and the impacts of AEC on education
policy and practice, four main trends that HE in
this region should pay attention include pedago-
gy, governance, internationalization, and knowl-
edge-based society. In addition, this study indi-
cates that four elements that have strong impacts
on HE policy and implementation are quality as-
surance, academic, English language proficiency,
and employability.

Although there are many investigations about the
impacts of AEC on the regional economy and
business, less information about the impacts of
AEC on HE service is known. Information about
the insightful impacts on HE future direction is
even scantier. AEC has progressed impressively to
achieve its goal of becoming a global ASEAN, HE
needs to pay close attention to this changing ecol-
ogy to optimize the opportunities that AEC offers
and prepare for the future.

2. OBJECTIVES
AND RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

Thus, this present study purposefully sought
to describe, interpret, analyze, synthesize and
evaluate this regional economic integration to
draw an insightful understanding of how this
integration has had impacts on HE business in

249



Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 19, Issue 3, 2021

this region to pinpoint prospective opportuni-
ties, potential challenges, and policy implica-
tions, which would provide a strategic manage-
ment roadmap for proactive HEIs in AEC en-
gagement. The objective of this study was car-
ried out within the framework of the following
guiding central research question: What are the
impacts of AEC on HE? Following the central
question, an issue-oriented sub-question was
formulated within the framework of the cen-
tral question to call for information needed for
insightfully illustrating and understanding the
central question: What are the opportunities,
challenges, and implications of AEC for HEIs?

3. METHODOLOGY

Key terms in the aim of the study, the central
research question and the guiding sub-question
were defined. The data elicitation followed this
procedure: first, analyzing the opportunities
that AEC offers and potential challenges that
HE services have been facing in AEC engage-
ment; second, synthesizing insights, initiatives,
and lessons from the best practices in the region;
third, highlighting the key implications for HE
services for less developed member countries.
In addition, a cross-national comparative anal-
ysis of documents was purposefully selected for
intertwining contributions. This analysis ex-
plored phenomena across the ten member coun-
tries intending to identify similarities and dif-
ferences of selected issues to determine practi-
cal strategies. Comparison helped reach a great-
er scope of in-depth understanding and diverse
perspectives regarding the issues under analysis
to help improve HE performances with solid

AEC —> HE

Opportunities

Challenges

Implications

evidence. A management approach was also ap-
plied to draw a set of strategic visions for HE
management in the areas where policy dialogue
is critical for improving HE performance and
further discussions on envisaged policy imple-
mentation. This analysis was limited to the im-
pacts of AEC from 2015 to 2020. Figure 1 shows
the framework of this study.

This study followed the studies by Davidson and
Gregorio (2011), and Denzin and Lincoln (2011),
as the approach is flexible, inductive, iterative,
and fundamentally involving the process of
exploring, interpreting, and logically making
sense of the data based on comparative perspec-
tives. The data analysis process borrowed the
approaches proposed by Remler and Van Ryzin
(2010). Drawn upon these studies, the coding
system involved identifying and grouping da-
ta in the text that explained the same concept.
The data analysis process followed these steps
as Figure 2 shows.

The reliability and validity checks were purpose-
fully assigned to ensure every step of the pro-
cess. To construct credibility, this study relied
on primary sources and official, authentic, and
reliable documents and secondary ones from
various sources (if consistent) were supports for
a reliability check. Key terms were meaningful-
ly defined for construct internal validity check.
A confirmability check was achieved through
the consistency of various documents within
the same context. The coding process was sys-
tematically planned. The results of coding were
compared by three experts based on triangula-
tion to sustain construct reliability and validity
check.

Development

strategies and
management

Figure 1. Framework of the study
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Gathering Organizing

\ 4

Coding

data data item

A 4
\ 4
\ 4

Recording Categorizing Abstraction

Figure 2. Data collection and analysis process

4. EMPIRICAL RESULTS

To optimize the opportunities that AEC offers, HE
needs to focus on the progress and achievements
of AEC post-2015, which can be summarized as
shown in Table 1.

Drawing upon the progress and achievements of
the AEC 2015, connectivity and sectoral cooper-
ation enhancement is thus considered as the key
characteristics for the growth of AEC. Among
its progress and achievements (namely transport,
ICT, e-commerce, energy, FAF, and S&T), the key
engine that HE should focus on is the services sec-

tor as its accounts for half of the region’s total GDP
in 2018, about $3.0 trillion, which is the largest
share of ASEAN’s GDP, and this sector will con-
tinue to grow and be a key engine in the region.

In addition, HE should pay close attention to this
sector because it accounted for nearly half of the
real output and provided good employment op-
portunities as shown in Table 2.

Table 2 shows the output of real GDP and em-
ployment ASEAN services sector compared to
agricultural and industrial sectors. Compared to
the other two sectors, the sum of the real GDP

Table 1. A summary of progress of the post-2015 AEC

Source: ASEAN (2017).

Characteristics of the
post-2015 AEC

Progress and achievements

Integrated and Cohesive

§Trade—in goods, trade facilitation, customs cooperation, standards and conformance, trade in

i Well-functioning markets, rules on competition, intellectual property (IP)

Connectivity and Sectoral

Cooperation Enhancement i science and technology (S&T)

ICT, electronic commerce (e-commerce), energy, tourism, food, agriculture, and forestry (FAF),

A Resilient, Inclusive, People-
Oriented, and People-Centered

MSMEs, such as the ASEAN Online Academy (ASEAN-OA), ASEAN Business Incubator Network
i (ASEAN-BIN), and the ASEAN Mentorship for Entrepreneurs (ASEAN-ME)

Enhancing External Economic
Relations

Free trade and investment agreements, work plan for AANZFTA, upgrade negotiations, the ASEAN-
i Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership (ASEAN-JCEP) by all AMS to incorporate the chapters on

i services, investment, and Movement of Natural Persons

The Fourth Industrial Revolution

éThe Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)

Table 2. Output of real GDP (2018) and employment in ASEAN sectors: agriculture, industry, and services

Source: Menon et al. (2019).

Output Employment
Country % of real GDP % of women employment
Agriculture Industry Services Industry ' Services

Brunei 0.8 38.0 90.5
Cambodia 163 . 449

Indonesia 12.5 55.5
R o e S S
Malaysia 73 LSO 738

Myanmar 24.6 39.8
ilppnes o1 59
Singapore 00 LB 88.0

Thailand 6.2 59.9 50.9
B e B R

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(3).2021.21
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Table 3. Services sector in ASEAN and selected indicators

Source: Menon et al. (2019).

ASEAN service trade

Intra- ASEAN service trade

- Share to total Value, USD Share to intra-
Sector Value, USD billion ASEAN, in % billion ASEAN, in %
2010 2018 2010 : 2018 : 2010 @ 2018 2010 = 2018
_Manufacturing on physicalinputs  : 58 ¢ 243 13 31 . 08 : 33 . 10 . 27
Maintenance and repair 7.8 9.9 1.8 1.3 1.0 1.1 0.9
ISR e e o o e e
Travel o 1147 | 2179 261 280 | 398 | 544 492 . 445
Construction 7.0 8.2 1.6 1.1 1.3 2.1 1.7
nsurance and pension 120 | 185 27 24 18 38 23 . 31
Finance 178 VA0 AL st T 2SR 2A
gr;;iftsyforthe use of intellectual 257 348 59 45 09 18 14
Egsfniranurzzmcam”s’ computer, 17.0 45 39 62 | 34 68 56
Otherbusiness 90 1793 209 230 128 233 196
Personal, cultural, and recreations 1.6 3.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.8 0.7
Governmentgoodsandservices 32 . 38 . 07 . 05 03 . 04 04 . 03
Total 4392 i 7786 1000 | 1000 @ 81.0 | 1221 |  100.0 184

shares of services makes up nearly half of the re-
al output. Countries that received higher shares
were Singapore (68.9%), Thailand (59.9%), the
Philippines (57.8%), and Malaysia (54.0%) respec-
tively. Compared to the industrial sector, the sum
of the women employment accounts for more
than half of employed workforces in every coun-
try, some of which received higher shares such as
Brunei (90.5%), Singapore (88.0%), the Philippines
(75.9%), and Malaysia (73.8%) respectively.

Thus, in terms of the services sector, HE needs to
focus on these prospective opportunities. Above
all, HE in the ten countries should pay more at-
tention to the services sector education than ag-
riculture and industry education. The countries
with higher shares (namely Singapore, Thailand,
the Philippines, and Malaysia) may optimize more
opportunities from the services sector. In addition,
women workforce in all countries, especially the
workforce in countries with higher shares (namely
Brunei, Singapore, the Philippines, and Malaysia)
have a higher job opportunity in the services sec-
tor than the industrial sector. HE in Singapore,
Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei
should prepare their students for intraregional
skilled labor mobility by providing knowledge
and work-related skills as required by the regional
standards, revolving around services sector labor
mobility provisions, especially MRAs which al-
low working outside their home country. In detail,
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values, and shares of service trade that AEC offer
might shed some light on what sub-sectors that
HE may have a closer look into as shown in Table 3.

Table 3 shows the value and share of selected indi-
cators of ASEAN services trade and intra- ASEAN
service trade, in 2010 and 2018. Overall, the values
increased in all sectors. For trade-in service, the
sub-sector shares increased in these sectors: man-
ufacturing services; maintenance and repair; travel;
finance; telecommunications, computer, and infor-
mation; and other business. For intra-ASEAN ser-
vices trade, the sub-sector shares to total ASEAN
increased in these sectors: manufacturing on phys-
ical inputs; insurance and pension; finance; charges
for the use of intellectual property; telecommuni-
cations, computer, and information; other business;
and personal, cultural, and recreations.

Thus, in engaging with opportunities that AEC
offers regarding ASEAN services sector, HE in
the ten countries needs to focus on pedagogy and
work-related skills these crucial areas: manufac-
turing on physical inputs; insurance and pension;
maintenance and repair; travel; finance; charges
for the use of intellectual property; telecommu-
nications, computer, and information; other busi-
ness; and personal, cultural, and recreations. The
focus should involve capacity-building and upskill
and reskill training relating to ASEAN-driven
professions.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(3).2021.21
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Table 4. Universities in ASEAN University Network (AUN)

Source: ASEAN (2012).

Country University
Brunei i Universiti Brunei Darussalam (UBD)
Cambodia .
) i Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM), Universitas Indonesia (Ul), Institut Teknologi Bandung (ITB) and Universitas Airlangga
Indonesia H
e S,
Laos | University of Laos (NUOL)
Malavsia i National University of Malaysia (UKM), Prince University of Malaysia, Northern University of Malaysia (UUM), Science
y ~iUniversity of Malaysia (USM), and University of Malaya (UM)
Myanmar
Philippines
) i National University of Singapore (NUS), Singapore Management University (SMU), and Nanyang Technological
Singapore HE )
N 4114413 A UL
) i Mahidol University (MU), Chulalongkorn University (CU), Chiang Mai University (CMU), Prince of Songkla University
Thailand H ) .
o \PSU), and Burapha University (BU)
Vietnam : Vietnam National University (VNU) and Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC)

In addition to the services sector professions
mentioned above, HE still needs to focus on the
mainstream of ASEAN and commits to providing
educational services conducive to MRA-covered
standards and other areas of interest to ASEAN.
MRAs allow for eight services professions i.e., ac-
countancy, architecture, engineering, dental prac-
titioners, medical practitioners, nursing, tourism
professionals (and thirty-two tourism-related
professions), and surveyors. These include e-com-
merce, energy, FAF, healthcare, ICT, minerals,
MSMEs, tourism, transportation, and S&T.

Thus, to maximize the opportunities offered by
AEC, HE must ensure quality education, build the
capacity, and promote timely higher work-relat-
ed upskill, reskill, and on-demand training as re-
quired by MRA certifications of qualifications and
regional standards conducive to AEC provisions.
To do so, HE in slow progress economies may seek
cooperation offered by ASEAN such as ASEAN
University Network (AUN) as shown in Table 4.

Table 4 shows the network among universities un-
der ASEAN University Network (AUN) as offered
to enhance education cooperation which HE in
slow progress economies can learn lessons from.
Thus, HE in slow progress economies may develop
cooperation that widens restricted access for aca-
demics to the regional professional assistance due
to demographic and other differences among coun-
tries. This cooperation will also build up unified
standards in the HE system. In detail, HE in slow
progress economies may seek collaboration with a
specific focus on disciplines as shown in Table 5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.19(3).2021.21

Table 5 shows top ASEAN universities in publi-
cation growth rate and in-region collaboration
in selected countries (Singapore, Malaysia, and
Thailand) in a wide variety of disciplines as shown
in the table. Thus, HE can build collaboration for
capacity-building and upskill and reskill training
for the eight services professions in MRAs (name-
ly accountancy, architecture, engineering, den-
tal practitioners, medical practitioners, nursing,
tourism professionals, surveyors) and other relat-
ed professionals (including ICT, science and tech-
nology, energy, minerals, FAF, healthcare, e-com-
merce, MSMEs, and transportation). HE can also
develop a research and innovation center for ca-
pacity-building and the services professions for
AEC engagement.

To optimize the aforementioned AEC-offered
opportunities especially intra-ASEAN cooper-
ation and collaboration, HE needs to overcome
the challenges by enhancing digital connectivity.
Such digital connectivity will certainly be more
critical for economic progress and educational
development in the future as the ICT sector is a
key driver of digital transformation and innova-
tion in other key sectors (e.g., industry and agri-
culture). Realizing the challenge, ASEAN, there-
fore, declared ASEAN Declaration on Industry
Transformation to Industry Revolution 4.0 (4IR)
to reaffirm the regional commitment to devel-
oping a combined strategy on 4IR to drive the
region’s digital transformation and innovation
(during ASEAN Economic Community Council
Meeting, October 2019). As a result, access to the
ICT education services is one of the key indexes
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Table 5. Top ASEAN universities in publication growth rate and in-region collaboration in selected

countries

Source: Bhandari and Lefébure (2015).

Discipline

Highest publication growth rate

Highest in-region collaboration

i Universiti Malaya (UM) (MAL), Universiti Sains
i Malaysia (USM) (MAL), Universiti Putra Malaysia
i (UPM) (MAL) and Universiti Teknologi Malaysia

Agricultural and biological
sciences

i Chiang Mai University (CMU) (THAI),

i Chulalongkorn University (CU) (THAI), UPM

i (MAL), Kasetsart University (KU) (THAI), USM
MAL), and UM (MAL)

Biochemistry, genetics, and
molecular biology

I\/I (I\/IAL), USM (MAL) an'c‘iuPrinceHc')‘f Songl;i;. o
niversity (PSU) (THAI)

M (MAL), UPM (MAL), UKM (MAL), UiTM
MAL), USM (MAL)

ahidol University (MU) (THAI), UPM (MAL),
CU (THAI)

Physics and astronomy

{ UKM (MAL)

UM (MAL), USM (MAL)

Notes: MAL, THAI and SIN stands for Malaysia, Thailand, and Singapore respectively.

of intra-ASEAN university capacity-building and
upskill and reskill training as it facilitates ICT-
related pedagogy and training service efficient-
ly. However, the access in digitalization within
ASEAN varies greatly and this reflects as shown
in Table 6.

Table 6. Digital connectivity in AESAN countries

Source: ADB (2019).

Connectivity
Country Intt_ernet Cellular phones
subscribers per
100 persons per 100 persons
i 3
Malaysia 81.2
Myanmar 31
Philippines ¢T3
Singapore 88.2
Thailand 568
Vietnam 70.4

Table 6 shows the proportion of two key index-
es of digital connectivity in AESAN countries:
Internet subscribers per 100 persons and cellu-
lar phones per 100 persons. The gap between the
country with the highest number of subscrib-
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ers (94.6) and the lowest one (33.1) is wide. The
majority of subscribers in Brunei, Singapore,
and Malaysia could access the Internet three
times higher than the minority of subscribers in
Indonesia, Laos, and Myanmar. The gap between
the country with the highest number of cellular
phones (180.2) and the lowest one (51.9) is al-
so wide. The three highest cellular phone usage
countries are Thailand, Vietnam, and Singapore
while the three lowest ones are Myanmar, the
Philippines, and Laos.

Thus, leveraging digital connectivity is vital for
the HE mission. It should be noted that Singapore
where the numbers of Internet subscribers and
cellular phone usage are high lies on top of the
best education destination in ASEAN and is con-
sidered a world-class university. Malaysia where
the number of Internet subscribers is high be-
comes the best transnational education (TNE) in
the region. On the other hand, Laos and Myanmar
where the numbers of Internet subscribers and
cellular phone usage are low lag behind other
countries. These facts strongly support the rela-
tionship between access to the ICT education ser-
vices and quality education. Looking into reality,
the gap among the ten countries is even wider as
seen in Table 7.
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Table 7. Proportion of Internet access
in education selected countries

Source: The Head Foundation (2017).

Country Percent

Cambodia 7

Philippines 12
wnesa 2
Malaysia 91
Thailand 98
Brunei 100
Singapore 100

Table 7 shows the proportion of Internet access
in education in the selected countries. The gap
between the highest (100%) and the lowest (7%)
access is very wide. This reflects severe inequity
and quality of education. All students in Brunei
and Singapore could access the Internet. The ma-
jority of students in Thailand and Malaysia could
use the Internet in their studies. Almost half of
the students in Indonesia could gain access to
the Internet while students in the Philippines and
Cambodia had limited access to the Internet.

These facts may explain why the educational and
economic systems of the countries with high pro-
portions of Internet access developed more suc-
cessfully than those of the countries with lower
Internet access. Thus, HE in slow economies needs
to leverage Internet access to ensure higher IT,
work-related skills, and other needed skills related
to ICT-based, skill-based, and simulation-based
approaches. HE in the countries thus needs to
reengineer education for innovations and digitali-
zation, incorporating the latest ICT and technolo-
gies for pedagogy and related deliveries.

ICT-based education will help overcome crucial
challenges related to equitable access to quali-
ty education faced by newly developed countries.
Concerning the quality of education, focusing on
capacity-building and upskill and reskill-train-
ing, ICT-related pedagogy based on ICT-blended
education delivery models is needed as it can im-
prove the challenges in quality of teachers, student
achievement, deliveries of public education. In
terms of equity, ICT technologies enable equitable
access to quality education in slow economies. On
efficiency, the application of ICT in education can
ensure efficiency and capacity-building on-de-
mand training and labor market needs.
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Implications that can be drawn upon the opportu-
nities and challenges to fully maximize the AEC-
offered opportunities, HE needs to strategically
translate regional-level commitments into institu-
tional-level ones in the realm of institutional pol-
icymaking and implementation. Key implications
to be addressed are accelerating interconnectivi-
ty through ICT-related pedagogy based on ICT-
blended education delivery models.

Thus, being part of the ASEAN connectivity
agenda, HE needs to accelerate interconnectivity
through deepening educational cooperation and
networks offered by AUN. Networking through
cooperation and collaboration with leading insti-
tutions in other countries (e.g., Singapore as the
world-class university and the top in Asia, and
Malaysia as the model of TNE) is valuable for the
local institutions in building their capacity and re-
viewing their capacity to ensure up-to-date, com-
prehensive, and high-quality education based on
AEC technology and innovation-driven engage-
ment. Opportunities, challenges, and implications
can be summarized as shown in Table 8.

Table 8. Opportunities, challenges, implications
for HE

Impacts Keystones
. Intra-regional labor mobility in services sector
: Internal HE cooperation and collaboration

Restricted access to digitalization for

Challenges  copacity-buiding
Accelerating interconnectivity through ICT-
Implications related pedagogy based on ICT-blended

education delivery models

Table 8 summarizes keystones of opportuni-
ties, challenges, implications for HE in AEC en-
gagement. However, to make the most of AEC-
engaged opportunities, a roadmap for strategic
management is needed for proactive HEIs. The
roadmap comprises 3 crucial stages:

Stage 1. Committing to capacity-building and up-
skill and reskill training provision.

Stage 2. Consolidating intra-regional HE coopera-
tion and collaboration.

Stage 3. Leveraging up-to-date digitalization to

increase access to the Internet and accelerate
interconnectivity.
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The proposed strategic roadmap aims to guide what
policymakers of HEIs, especially in slow-moving
economies, should do for more effective AEC en-
gagement. First, HEIs need to commit to uphold
capacity-building towards their engagement and
provide as required by MRAs. Second, they need
to consolidate intra-regional HE cooperation and
collaboration based on AUN or other AEC-offered
mechanisms. Lastly, they need to leverage up-
to-date digitalization for equitable access to the
Internet and accelerate interconnectivity that will
increase the competitiveness of their graduates as
those in fast-developed economies like Singapore
and Malaysia. More importantly, the accelerated
interconnectivity will open up the expressway to
global networks conducive to the ultimate goal of
AEC to become a global ASEAN.

5. DISCUSSION

The results of this analysis highlight these three
keystones for HE in ten member countries in an
attempt to serve the goal of AEC: prospective op-
portunities (i.e., intra-regional labor mobility in
services sector as well as internal HE cooperation
and collaboration), a crucial challenge (i.e., re-
stricted access to digitalization for capacity-build-
ing), and a potential and feasible implication
(i.e., accelerating interconnectivity through ICT-
related pedagogy based on ICT-blended education
delivery models). The discussion below involves
arguments for and against prior study regarding
these three keystones.

In terms of prospective opportunities, this study
lends support to prior study on the issue that in-
tra-regional labor mobility is vital for AEC success
in these areas: free flow of skilled labor (Luz, 2014;
Huelser & Heal, 2014), flow of trade, goods, service
and investments (Rivera & Lagdameo, 2013), and
worker mobility (Batalova et al., 2017). To expe-
dite the intra-regional labor mobility, this study
highlights internal HE cooperation and collabo-
ration as offered by ASEAN as the key to success
and, thereby, this study agrees with prior study
(e.g. Abonyi, 2012; Chia, 2016) that (inter)connec-
tivity through cooperation and collaboration to
a wider economic context. AUN as cited in this
study is a notable example for HEIs to broaden
their regional cooperation and collaboration and
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deepen connectivity. However, this study is incon-
sistent to Chia’s study which focuses on physical
connectivity. That because his study was conduct-
ed in the early of AEC. This study turns to digital
connectivity as a more viable approach to HE co-
operation and collaboration in the digital era and
economic disruption which is not restricted with-
in the region but can extend to global connectivity.

On the other hand, digital connectivity is a crucial
challenge to HE due to restricted access to digi-
talization in the region. Evidently, there is a wide
gap in the Internet access, especially in education
between in fast-moving economies (e.g., Singapore
and Malaysia) and slow-moving ones (e.g., Laos,
and Myanmar). The digital inequity, as suggested
in this study as the most crucial challenge for HE,
is one of the root causes of economic and educa-
tional inequity. Regarding the economic inequity,
several studies (e.g., Hill & Menon, 2014; Cripps
& Khurasee, 2016) indicate that engagement with
global economy is the core problem of the eco-
nomic inequity in this region. The fast-moving
economies (e.g., Singapore and Malaysia) are more
economically successful, as they are more engaged
with the global economy. At one level, the glob-
al engagement as, suggested by Hill and Menon
(2014) and Cripps and Khurasee (2016), may be the
economic inequity in this region. Nevertheless, at
a more profound level, a key insight in this study
suggests the relationship between access to digi-
talization and economic progress, as fast-moving
economies demonstrate higher access to digitali-
zation while slow-moving counterparts econom-
ically suffer from restricted access. This insight,
therefore, leads this present study to an argument
against the findings of the prior study and raises a
timely and essential argument that the restricted
access to digitalization, which is the key enabler to
engagement with global economy, truly accounts
for the economic inequity. ASEAN needs to lev-
erage this digital resource as a solution to the eco-
nomic inequity. This study also argues for the re-
stricted access as the cause of the educational ineq-
uity. It is clear that the high digital access is the key
to the high-quality and digital-driven education of
international HE of Singapore and Malaysia. This
finding as well as the emergent digital ecology that
has become more prevalent has led this study to
argue against Chia’s for physical connectivity.
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Lastly, in response to the goal of AEC to be- and reskill training of MRAs-related careers is
come a global ASEAN, several studies have pro- essential. However, when considering the chang-
posed implications to the challenges. For exam- ing context, this study extends to other related
ple, Aldaba (2013) proposed a pedagogical plan careers required by AEC standards, especially
for strategic implementation involving a variety in the services sector which has currently been
of services sectors to promote cooperation and the major contribution to the regional GDP. To
collaboration for capacity-building as required achieve HEIs need to leverage digitalization for
by MRAs. This study argues for Aldaba” propos- economic and education equity which is the key-
al that providing capacity-building and upskill stone to the goal of a global ASEAN.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to understand the impacts of AEC on HE in the three issue-related areas which
would highlight keystones and propose a roadmap for strategic management in AEC engagement. To
conclude, a summary of the research findings and final thoughts are two key issues that need to be re-
iterated for further development.

The findings of this study could be briefly recapitulated in relation to the issue-oriented areas. First, the
most tangible opportunity for HE is the services sector as it significantly outperforms the manufacturing
and agricultural sectors. The shares of intra-ASEAN service trade have increased significantly in all sec-
tors. This sector thus has the potential to grow and yield considerable benefits in the long run. This growth
will also contribute to intra-regional labor mobility and internal cooperation. To maximize the opportu-
nity in the services sector to its full extent, internal HE networking should be promoted through various
AEC-offered mechanisms. In addition, to optimize the aforementioned opportunity fully, the most cru-
cial challenge is the inequitable access to digital-driven education. As the access to the Internet is vital for
achievement and progress at all levels, the wide gaps of Internet subscribers and cellular phones among
the ten member countries become more challenging for slow-moving economies. Notably, as the best edu-
cation destination and the highest achievement country for capacity-building in the region, Singapore has
the highest number of subscribers and cellular phone usage. Lastly, the implications involve suggestions
relating to strengthening interconnectivity and innovation-driven education enhancement. The strategic
management roadmap for proactive HEIs in this changing economic and educational ecology is also
proposed, especially for HEIs in the new member countries in the CMLV group.

In response to the research findings, three conclusions that could be drawn from this study revolve
around these key intertwining concepts (namely internal cooperation and interconnectivity, digitaliza-
tion, and capacity-building), which HEIs need to take into consideration. Above all, HEIs need to seek
internal cooperation through AEC-offered mechanisms to consolidate interconnectivity, especially to
promote networking for more productive services education ecology. Furthermore, HEIs need to con-
sider digitalization as imperative for providing a quality digital-driven education conducive to AEC-
oriented goals to increase the AEC-offered opportunity in the services sector to its full competency,
reduce the inequitable access to the Internet and foster imperative digital-driven education which can
lead to economic and educational success. Lastly, HEIs need to pay close attention to capacity-building
education which focuses on ICT-based or ICT blended pedagogy and upskill and reskill training relat-
ing to intraregional work skills as required by ASEAN-driven professions.
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