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Introduction 

In the past decade, both aid donors and recipients have increasingly emphasized the importance 

of “localizing” foreign aid (DFAT, 2021, 2024; FCDO, 2024; Global Affairs Canada, 2023; 

IDRC, 2023; OECD, 2023; RedR Australia, 2020; USAID, 2022, 2025). The term has become a 

key part of discussion about international development. Besides humanitarian aid, it is often used 

in connection with capacity building, agency and ownership, and locally led development 

(Baguios, 2022; Baguios et al., 2021; Wall & Hedlund, 2016). At the same time, international 

scholarship programs, largely funded by donor governments from the Global North, serve as a 

prominent modality of development cooperation that focuses on building individual capacity 

rather than institutional capacity. These programs are grounded in the assumption that by 

investing in the higher education of potential leaders from the Global South, the knowledge and 

skills they acquire abroad will eventually be transferred back to their home institutions and 

communities (see, for example DFAT, 2025; Manaaki Education New Zealand & New Zealand 

Government, 2025). 

However, the process of “bringing knowledge home” is not straightforward and linear. In this 

study, which focuses on Vietnamese scholars who received international government-funded 

scholarships from diverse donor countries, such as Australia, China, New Zealand, the United 



Kingdom, the United States, and Sweden, Vietnamese scholars returning from studying abroad, 

strive to use what they learned overseas while navigating the complex realities of rigid 

institutional structures, differing work cultures, and policy changes back home. Moreover, some 

scholars seek not simply to apply or adapt international knowledge, but to go beyond it, by 

engaging with their own epistemological perspectives to interpret and transform what they 

learned overseas to contribute to locally grounded ways of knowing. Their efforts show that 

localization is not simply a technical process. It is a social and epistemic one. It entails 

reinterpreting global knowledge, negotiating power relations, and reconstructing identity in ways 

that are coherent and suitable within Vietnam’s local context. 

This paper explores the processes and strategies through which Vietnamese returnees localize the 

knowledge acquired during their studies abroad. It looks at how they reinterpreted global models 

and knowledge. These processes and strategies are influenced by historical legacies, social 

expectations, and the enduring colonial hierarchies that still exist in development and 

international higher education. Drawing on decolonial lens (Andreotti, 2011; W. Mignolo, 2018; 

W. D. Mignolo, 2011; WalterD. Mignolo, 2007; Santos & Meneses, 2019), epistemologies from 

the South (Santos, 2015; Santos & Meneses, 2019), and social identity and positioning theory 

(Hogg, 2016; Pratten, 2022; Truong & Schuler, 2021), the paper situates returnees’ experiences 

within a broader context of epistemic justice and social belonging. In this way, it argues that 

localization is both a decolonial practice and an identity project: a process of reclaiming how 

knowledge is used, valued, and shared. 



Literature Review 

Localization of Knowledge 

Localization from Global North Institutions’ Perspectives 

Localization has long been a contested concept. It broadly refers to efforts to engage local actors 

in development practices and reforms (Robillard et al., 2021; Wall & Hedlund, 2016). Wall & 

Hedlund (2016) argue that the term can encompass nearly any activity involving local 

engagement, including hiring national personnel, collaborating with local NGOs, and adapting 

programs to cultural contexts. Its vagueness allows many different interpretations, which 

somehow explains why localization is often praised as a reform agenda while also being 

criticized as symbolic or tokenistic. 

Institutionally, localization became prominent after global agreements such as the Paris 

Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005), the Busan Partnership for Effective Development 

Cooperation (2011), and the Grand Bargain Commitments (2016). These frameworks, led by 

OECD-DAC members (see DFAT, 2021, 2024; FCDO, 2024; Global Affairs Canada, 2023; 

IDRC, 2023; OECD, 2023; USAID, 2022, 2025), UN agencies (OCHA, 2025; UNDP, n.d.; UN-

Habitat, n.d.; United Nations, 2024), and major iNGOs (RedR Australia, 2020; Save the 

Children, 2019, 2020), promoted the principle of shifting power and resources toward local 

actors. However, their conceptual framing continues to be influenced by institutions from the 

Global North, which might uphold the hierarchies they aimed to reform. 

For instance, the OECD (2023) defines localization as “transforming DAC member and 

intermediary partner policy, institutional arrangements, systems and practice to enable locally led 



development co-operation.” Global Affairs Canada (2023) highlights “shifting decision-making, 

resources, power, and management to local partners,” while DFAT (2022) emphasizes improving 

“the agency of affected people.” Similarly, USAID (2022) envisions localization as enabling 

local actors to “set their own agendas and bring the capacity and leadership to make solutions 

work.” While these definitions show a strong commitment to local ownership, it remains largely 

donor centric by aiming at institutional reforms, with limited attention to epistemic 

transformation. Yet, epistemic transformation is crucial, as it has the potential to challenge the 

hegemony of Western knowledge systems. In practice, however, progress on localization is often 

assessed through institutional changes rather than explicit shifts in knowledge systems.  

By defining “local leadership” within Global North policy frameworks, localization risks 

perpetuating or reproducing the power asymmetries it aims to rectify. It continues to privilege 

what Quijano (2000) calls the coloniality of power, which is a system in which Western 

institutions decide what knowledge is legitimate and where the flow of resources should go. In 

this context, localization often entails operating locally within global frameworks, rather than 

reconstructing those frameworks from the ground up. 

Localization from the Practitioners’ Perspective 

From the perspective of practitioners in the Global South, localization is mostly related to power 

- the power to decide priorities, set strategies, and define what success means. Wall and Hedlund 

(2016) and Baguios et al. (2021) emphasize that while donors tend to view localization as a 

technical or managerial reform, Southern actors experience it as a political and ethical struggle 

over agency and recognition. 



Baguios (2022) identifies three interconnected dimensions of localization: resources, agency, and 

ways of being. Resource localization is the most visible, and it is often measured by how funding 

flows or how much control an organization has over its resources. Localization of agency 

pertains to decision-making authority, while localization of ways of being involves the profound 

cultural and ethical dimensions of practice. One important donor approach to enhancing agency 

has been through technical assistance or knowledge transfer. However, as Baguios (2021) and 

King (2024) observe, this often turns into a prescriptive exercise where “technical advice” does 

not leave much room for interpretation. They contend that genuine agency arises when multiple 

options and trade-offs are presented, allowing local actors to make informed choices that 

correspond with local realities. 

Capacity Building and Scholarships as Localization Tools 

Capacity building, or capacity strengthening, is a fundamental component of localization in aid. 

It is often understood as the process of training local organizations to meet international 

standards (Wall & Hedlund, 2016). It can also be defined as a process that operates at technical, 

organizational, and relational levels, beginning with the self-assessed needs of national and local 

actors (Save the Children, 2020). Additionally, it is viewed as the development of “required 

capacity,” encompassing relevant knowledge, skills, and access (Global Affairs Canada, 2023, p. 

4). 

The meaning of capacity is also influenced by who defines it. International actors often 

emphasize organizational, technical, and compliance-oriented capacities, such as fundraising, 

adherence to international standards, and scaling up operations (Barbelet et al., 2021; Save the 

Children, 2020). Meanwhile, local actors tend to value context-specific capacities, including 



understanding community dynamics, local politics, and maintaining access and trust with 

affected populations. 

In terms of approach, international actors often view capacity building as a form of technical 

transfer provided by donor countries or international organizations. For instance, the Canada 

Fund for Local Initiatives (CFLI) administered by Global Affairs Canada (2023) conceptualizes 

capacity building as technical assistance delivered by Canadian or international organizations to 

local governments to enhance sustainability. 

Despite the increase of discourse on capacity building within localization, structural hierarchies 

persist. Barbelet et al. (2021) assert that international actors still determine who qualifies as 

“capable,” who receives funding, and whose expertise is valued. Robillard et al. (2021) further 

argues that while donors claim to build local capacity, they often overlook the reverse, wherein 

how local actors build donors’ capacity to understand context, politics, and culture. Thus, 

capacity building can still risk reinforcing dependency by putting donor models of effectiveness 

and standards first. 

International government-funded scholarship programs, however, represent a more flexible and 

relational way of capacity building. They invest in individuals who are able to share knowledge 

across borders and reinterpret it through the lens of their lived experiences. The dual nature of 

these programs, serving both foreign policy and international assistance objectives, made them 

an ideal approach for donor countries.  International scholarship programs, such as the Australia 

Awards, Chevening, Fulbright, MEXT, Irish Aid, are long-standing forms of educational 

cooperation (Boeren, 2017; Dassin et al., 2018; Wang, 2021). These programs aim to develop 

human capital, foster cross-cultural understanding, and promote international partnerships. For 



scholarship awardees, they offer transformative experiences that expand intellectual horizons and 

social networks. For donor countries, they serve both development and diplomatic objectives. 

However, the strength of these programs in advancing localization lies in their relative openness 

and flexibility. Returnees are not obligated to implement predetermined projects; rather, they 

participate in continuous knowledge translation processes, utilizing their knowledge in ways that 

are congruent with local contexts and values. This independence allows them to act as 

knowledge mediators, which connects global and local systems. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

A Decolonial Lens on Localization 

Decolonial theory offers a crucial lens for understanding the complexities of localization. The 

work of Andreotti (2011), de Sousa Santos (2018), and Mignolo (2011) calls for critical 

reflection on who sets agendas, whose voices are heard, and whose knowledge shapes 

development practice. International scholarship programs, though designed to promote equality 

and mobility, are deeply implicated in what Mignolo (2011) terms the colonial matrix of power, 

which is the intertwined systems of knowledge, power, and being that sustain global hierarchies. 

Decoloniality, as Ranawana (2023) notes, is ‘the how of decolonization’, a continuous process of 

revealing and transforming the colonial underpinnings of modernity. It requires more than 

replacing Western models; it involves decentering them and making space for multiple 

epistemologies. Legg (2017, cited in Menon et al., 2023) describes decoloniality as an ‘endless 

practice’ of challenging domination and cultivating alternative futures. Similarly, Santos (2018) 

advocates for epistemologies of the South, which emphasize the coexistence of diverse 



knowledge and resist what he calls epistemicide, which is the erasure of local and indigenous 

ways of knowing. 

Applying a decolonial lens to Vietnamese scholarship returnees means examining how their 

identities and contributions are shaped by the unequal global knowledge system. It reveals that 

localization is not only about contextual adaptation but also about epistemic resistance. When 

returnees modify Western concepts to fit Vietnamese realities, sometimes bending rules, 

sometimes inventing new forms, they engage in what Mignolo (2009) calls epistemic 

disobedience: the deliberate act of thinking otherwise, from a different location of knowledge. 

Social Identity, Positioning, and Localization 

Understanding how returnees localize knowledge also requires attention to how they construct 

and perform their social identities. Social identity theory (Hogg, 2006) posits that individuals 

derive part of their self-concept from the social groups and roles they belong to, such as being 

scholars, teachers, or alumni. Truong and Schuler (2021) note that people define themselves 

through these memberships, which shape not only how they see themselves but also how they act 

within society. 

Social positioning theory (Pratten, 2022) extends this view by emphasizing that identity is 

relational: it arises through the expectations, duties, and powers attached to social roles. When 

returnees occupy positions such as ‘expert,’ ‘lecturer,’ or ‘development professional,’ they gain 

authority not just from personal expertise but from the social recognition of those roles. Pratten 

(2022) describes these as relational and functional properties, which are capacities that exist 

because of social systems, not individual traits. 



This resonates with the Confucian concept of “Zhengming”, or the “rectification of names.” 

Each person’s role in society carries moral and social expectations (Dai & Abdullah, 2024; Hou, 

2025; Zhang, 2022). Order and harmony emerge when individuals fulfill their roles correctly and 

responsibly (Dai & Abdullah, 2024; Hou, 2025; Zhang, 2022). For Vietnamese returnees, this 

notion connects closely to moral duty and social contribution. They see their post-scholarship 

roles not simply as career opportunities but as responsibilities to use their knowledge for public 

good. 

Hồ Chí Minh’s idea of the socialist-oriented human being (“Con Người Định Hướng Xã Hội Chủ 

Nghĩa” in Vietnamese) provides a complementary local framework. It emphasizes that personal 

development and knowledge must serve collective purposes, such as community welfare, social 

equity, and national progress and national development. Within this worldview, identity is 

inseparable from contribution. The educated person is expected to embody moral integrity (đức) 

and social responsibility (trách nhiệm xã hội). For scholarship returnees, this ideal reinforces the 

sense that localization is not only a technical adaptation but also an ethical practice which is a 

way of aligning global knowledge with national and social values. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative and constructivist approach to explore how Vietnamese alumni 

of international government-funded scholarships localize global knowledge after returning home. 

It aims to illuminate how globally circulating development knowledge, rooted predominantly in 

Western epistemologies, are reinterpreted, translated, and sometimes resisted in local contexts, 

which is, in this study, specifically in Vietnam. Following a decolonial epistemic lens (Mignolo, 



2011; de Sousa Santos, 2018), the research considers knowledge as relational, situated, and 

contested rather than universal or transferable. 

The study takes a constructivist stance in understanding the subjective meanings that alumni 

assign to their educational and post-return experiences. Constructivism guides the process of co-

creating understanding between researchers and participants. As decolonial scholars remind us, 

the production of knowledge is always embedded in relations of power (Mbembe, 2016; 

Mignolo, 2007, 2009; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Quijano, 2000; wa Thiong’o, 1986) therefore, 

centering Global South voices in this project is a methodological and ethical reaction. 

Studies of the association of international education and government scholarships often use 

qualitative research, especially semi-structured interviews to focus on the individual agency of 

scholarship students, who mostly come from the Global South (see, for example, Amazan et al., 

2016; Mulvey, 2020; Simms, 2009), Interviews hold a pivotal role in producing knowledge about 

the conversation of humankind because human beings want to engage in ongoing conversations 

(Brinkmann, 2018, pp. 1007–1008). People want to engage in conversations because that is how 

to understand ourselves and others, and that is how knowledge is produced (Stephen Mulhall, 

2007 as cited in Brinkmann, 2024, pp. 1007–1008). Besides, among different qualitative 

methods, interviews become one of the most preferred because they are less time-consuming 

than others (Brinkmann, 2024, p. 1018).  

Methodologically, this study contributes to ongoing efforts to decolonize international education 

research by repositioning Global South scholars as epistemic subjects rather than data providers. 

By explicitly engaging with my positionality, I aim to demonstrate how reflexivity itself 

becomes a form of localization, which is a reaction of situating knowledge and acknowledging 



its entanglements with history and power. The combination of insider familiarity and critical 

distance offers a distinct vantage point for examining how knowledge, identity, and class 

intersect in the circulation of development discourses. 

Data Collection 

The research focuses on Vietnamese nationals who studied abroad through major international 

scholarship programs, such as Australia Awards Scholarship (AAS), Chevening (UK), and 

Stipendium Hungaricum (Hungary) and much more, representing different donor policy and 

geopolitical contexts. Twenty-five alumni were selected through public recruitment in summer 

2025 and then later through purposive sampling to ensure diversity in gender, discipline, and 

post-return employment sector. All completed their postgraduate degrees between 2015 and 2024 

and have since returned to Vietnam or either reallocated to the donor country or another country. 

The participants’ professions span development work, academia, communication, science, and 

social research. Their varying fields allowed for nuanced exploration of how localization occurs 

not only across disciplines but also across positionalities, such as class, gender, and institutional 

affiliation. 

Data were gathered through 25 semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in Vietnamese in 

summer 2025. Each interview lasted from 60 to 240 minutes in Vietnamese in person and online 

via Zoom and Teams. Guiding questions explored motivations for applying to scholarships, 

experiences of studying abroad, engagements with donor discourses, and understandings of 

“giving back” upon return. The conversational approach encouraged participants to reflect on 

both affective and structural aspects of their educational journeys. 



Interviews were transcribed and translated into English by three Vietnamese research assistants 

who were living in Vietnam. Particular attention was paid to metaphors such as truyền lửa 

(passing on the flame), cống hiến (devotion or contribution), and học để thay đổi (learning to 

transform), as these carry embedded cultural meanings regarding learning, morality, and 

community. Translation was not viewed as a neutral process but as an interpretive one involving 

cross-linguistic negotiation. 

Data Analysis 

Data was analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012) in NVivo, following both 

inductive and deductive logics. Initial open coding generated descriptive categories such as 

“epistemic encounter,” “institutional constraint,” “local adaptation,” and “reverse culture shock.” 

These were gradually refined into analytical themes through iterative engagement with theory 

and data. 

Decolonial and feminist epistemologies informed the analytic lens, emphasizing relationality, 

situated knowledge, and reflexivity (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Thambinathan & Kinsella, 2021). 

Analytical memos were written after each round of coding to trace how participants negotiated 

epistemic hierarchies, donor discourses, and personal transformation. The goal was not to assess 

program outcomes but to interpret how knowledge itself becomes localized, embodied, and re-

signified through returnees’ practices. 

Reflexivity and Researcher Positionality 

Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2023, p. 22) asserts that “decolonization is a process which 

engages with imperialism and colonialism at multiple levels. For researchers, one of those levels 



is concerned with having a more critical understanding of the underlying assumptions, 

motivations and values which inform research practices.” Inspired by this view, and in the spirit 

of self-reflexivity as a decolonial practice (Sultana, 2019; Thambinathan & Kinsella, 2021), I 

position myself as a Global South researcher whose worldview is influenced by class, 

geography, and professional history embedded in Vietnam context. 

I identify myself as a Southeast Asian woman who has spent most of her life in Vietnam. My 

educational trajectory, completing an undergraduate degree within the Vietnamese system, a 

master’s degree in New Zealand, and currently a PhD in Canada, partly mirrors the transnational 

educational pathways of my participants. These experiences profoundly have influenced how I 

understand the decolonization of development and education. They also give me an emic 

perspective, allowing me to relate to alumni in ways that researchers from the Global North 

might not be able to. My positionality as a scholar from the Global South situates me within, 

rather than outside, the structures of aid and knowledge circulation that this research examines. 

Before pursuing academia, I worked with the U.S. Embassy and the British Council Vietnam, 

two organizations that represent powerful nodes of Western soft power and epistemic hegemony. 

Those professional experiences provided me with intimate exposure to how global development 

and education agendas are articulated, justified, and localized through everyday program 

management and donor relations. Working within such institutions gave me a nuanced 

understanding of how “aid” can simultaneously empower and discipline, how it can expand 

opportunities for learning yet reproduce hierarchies of knowledge and legitimacy. These 

experiences sensitized me to the colonial continuities embedded in global education practices 

and informed the critical stance I bring to this study. 



At the same time, I am a first-generation university student from a Vietnamese family in 

Vietnam. This background influences my reflexivity regarding how class structures access to 

educational and social capital. Growing up, the idea of studying abroad seemed unattainable, and 

scholarships represented the only possible pathway to international learning. This class 

consciousness influences my empathy toward participants who also navigated financial and 

social barriers to access global education. It also reminds me that privilege and vulnerability 

coexist in complex ways: receiving a prestigious scholarship does not erase structural 

inequalities; instead, it often deepens awareness of them. 

Thus, my positionality operates through layered encounters, with coloniality, with class, and with 

the institutions that mediate both. It also shapes how I listen, interpret, and write. Reflexivity, 

therefore, is not a methodological appendix but a central practice of accountability. Throughout 

the research, I maintained a reflexive journal to document how my assumptions evolved, 

particularly when I found myself identifying with participants’ aspirations or frustrations.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the researcher’s home institutions. As of May 2, 2024, 

Vietnam does not have a centralized ethics council overseeing social sciences research at the 

national level. Only a limited number of universities have established their own institutional 

ethics boards for non-biomedical research. Notable examples include RMIT University Vietnam 

and the University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Vietnam National University Ho Chi 

Minh City, both of which have developed internal Research Ethics Councils to review and 

monitor social science research involving human participants. However, the majority of ethics 

councils in Vietnam remain focused exclusively on biomedical research, as regulated by the 



Ministry of Health under Circular 43/2024/TT-BYT. Given the absence of a centralized ethics 

body for social sciences research in Vietnam, I was not in a position to seek formal ethical 

approval locally. However, an ad hoc initiative was undertaken in consultation with researchers 

from the Institute of Human Studies, Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences to give feedback on 

my research design. All participants provided informed consent and were assured anonymity. 

Pseudonyms are used throughout this paper. Given that discussions of donor politics and colonial 

legacies may be sensitive in Vietnam, participants reviewed key excerpts to ensure accuracy and 

comfort. The interviews were conducted with a feminist care-centered ethic, prioritizing 

relational trust and emotional safety. 

Power dynamics between myself as a researcher and participants were carefully negotiated. 

Although we shared similar educational experiences, I remained attentive to differences in age, 

career status, privilege and marginality. The interviews were conversational, allowing 

participants to steer the direction of storytelling. 

To ensure analytic rigor, the study applied Lincoln’s (1985) criteria of credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was enhanced through member checking and thick 

description. Transferability was achieved by providing rich contextual details about participants’ 

socio-professional backgrounds. Dependability was ensured through systematic documentation 

of analytic decisions, while confirmability was strengthened by triangulating data sources 

(interviews, field memos, and secondary literature). 

Findings and Discussion 

This section presents the experiences of Vietnamese scholarship returnees as they seek to apply 

and localize the knowledge gained during their overseas education. The findings reveal that 



localization is not a technical or linear process. Rather, it unfolds through an ongoing negotiation 

of professional norms, institutional hierarchies, and cultural expectations. Across diverse 

professional fields in social sciences, including education, social work, health, and development, 

returnees described similar struggles and strategies. 

Three central themes emerged: (1) adaptation through flexibility, (2) negotiation through 

informality, and (3) relationality. These themes illustrate how returnees reinterpret global 

knowledge through local logics and practices, positioning themselves as both agents and 

mediators in Vietnam’s development landscape. Their stories also highlight how decoloniality 

and social identity are intertwined: when it comes to localization, returnees simultaneously 

reimagine who they are and what it means to contribute to their home society. 

Adaptation Through Flexibility 

Among the Vietnamese returnees in this study, localization is described less as a technical and 

policy-driven process and more as a lived and everyday practice. Many spoke of the need to 

“translate” what they learned abroad into forms that resonate with local norms and institutional 

realities. One participant reflected: “When I came back, I realized that what worked in Australia 

wouldn’t work here. The way people communicate and make decisions. It’s completely different. 

I had to find a balance between applying what I learned and respecting how things work here.” 

(P6). Such reflection illustrates that localization is not replication. It is a negotiation between 

global and local epistemologies. In this process, power is reconfigured through daily acts of 

compromise and subtle resistance. 

Many participants described an initial stage of “rigid application” upon returning from their 

studies abroad. Motivated by a sense of duty to uphold what they had learned to contribute back 



to Vietnam and their community; several returnees attempted to replicate foreign models and 

standards in their work environments. Yet, most soon encountered structural and cultural barriers 

that made direct application impossible. These challenges led to a gradual realization: 

localization requires flexibility. One participant who studied social work in Australia reflected: 

“In practice-oriented fields like ours, we tend to become quite rigid after graduation, trying to 

apply professional standards strictly. When I returned to Vietnam, I initially held tightly to those 

principles and standards I had learned. But over time, I realized that such rigidity doesn’t work. 

It lacks flexibility and adaptability, which are essential when supporting communities here.” 

(P2). Her comment illustrates an important learning process that flexibility is a form of 

contextual localization. It is a way to preserve the best practices they learnt elsewhere while 

making them responsive to Vietnam’s social and institutional conditions. 

This flexible adaptation often emerged from daily problem-solving. Returnees had to interpret 

global frameworks, such as participatory teaching methods or inclusive practices, within 

hierarchical environments that value authority and stability. For instance, one participant trained 

in Australia explained: “In Australia, students are encouraged to challenge their professors. Here, 

students hesitate because they see it as disrespectful. I can’t change that overnight, but I can 

encourage group discussions, let them speak first, or ask them to write anonymous reflections. 

It’s small, but it shifts the classroom dynamic.” (P9) 

Through such strategies, returnees created ‘spaces of negotiation’ that allowed them to introduce 

new practices without openly disrupting existing structures. Their flexibility was not passive 

adaptation. It is an active form of agency, which is what Mignolo (2009) would call epistemic 

disobedience: working within the system while quietly reshaping it from the inside. 



This adaptive flexibility also reflected returnees’ evolving self-understanding. Many initially saw 

themselves as mediators of foreign expertise, motivated by the moral imperative of “bringing 

knowledge home.” Over time, however, they began to see localization as co-creation, 

recognizing that learning continues through interaction with local colleagues and communities. 

One participant captured this transformation succinctly: “I used to think I would teach people 

what I learned abroad. Now, I learn just as much from my students and colleagues. They teach 

me how to make things work here.” (P7). This shift, from authority to reciprocity, signifies a 

decolonial awareness. It moves away from the colonial logic of rigid “knowledge transfer” 

toward a relational model of knowledge translation which is rooted in mutual learning and co-

creation of knowledge. 

Negotiation Through Informality 

While returnees valued the ideals of transparency, accountability, and meritocracy they had 

encountered abroad, many found Vietnam’s bureaucratic institutions to be inflexible and risk-

averse. Formal approval processes were slow, hierarchical, and often shaped by interpersonal 

politics. To navigate these constraints, returnees turned to informal networks, personal trust, and 

gradual persuasion as strategies for introducing change. Many reported that the knowledge they 

gained abroad was recognized only when expressed in terms of Western frameworks. One 

participant recalled: “When I proposed using participatory evaluation, my director said it 

sounded too ‘informal.’ He preferred quantitative indicators because that’s what the funders 

understand.” (P11). Such experiences demonstrate how colonial epistemologies continue to 

define legitimacy. Localization thus remains constrained by the persistence of upward 

accountability to donors and international standards, rather than mutual accountability between 

partners. 



A participant working at a public university shared: “If I waited for official approval, nothing 

would happen. So I started with small workshops with students, just informal ones. I documented 

the results, and only then did I bring it to my department head. Once they saw it worked, they 

approved it.” (P12). This strategy, what participants called “làm trước rồi báo sau” (do first, 

report later), illustrates how informality operates as a creative survival skill in localized practice. 

Rather than defying authority outright, returnees used informal experimentation to demonstrate 

success within boundaries. 

Informality also facilitated trust. In hierarchical workplaces, informal interactions, over lunch, 

tea, or shared projects, were often the spaces where ideas gained legitimacy. One participant who 

worked for an NGO explained: “People don’t change their minds because of reports; they change 

because they trust you. I spend time listening to colleagues, understanding their concerns, and 

slowly introducing new ways. That’s how localization happens. It’s built on relationships.” (P10) 

These relational strategies mirror what de Sousa Santos (2018) calls epistemologies of the South: 

modes of knowing that prioritize relationality, reciprocity, and care over rigid institutional 

procedures. Localization, in this sense, becomes not a top-down reform but an interpersonal 

process of persuasion and collective co-creation. 

Informality also allowed returnees to protect their autonomy. By operating in “grey zones” of 

institutional approval, they could test their ideas beforehand. For example, a participant working 

in public health described creating informal collaborations between hospital staff and community 

health volunteers to adapt foreign protocols to rural settings: “We didn’t have official permission 

to do community outreach, so we just started small with a few families. When the results showed 

fewer hospital readmissions, our director supported it. Sometimes, you have to show it works 



before people believe you.” (P14). In such accounts, informality is a sign of a pragmatic response 

to structural realities. Through informal negotiation, returnees localized knowledge in ways that 

were both contextually sensitive and politically astute. 

Relationality 

A third theme concerns how returnees’ localization practices are shaped by relationality 

identified by their social identity and community belonging. Many participants emphasized that 

their motivation to “give back” stemmed not only from personal gratitude toward donors but also 

from deeply held moral and cultural values. Drawing from social identity theory (Hogg, 2006; 

Truong & Schuler, 2021) and social positioning theory (Pratten, 2022), returnees’ identities can 

be understood as relational, formed through their roles and responsibilities within communities. 

They see themselves as scholars, alumni, teachers, and citizens simultaneously, and each role 

carries moral weight. 

Several returnees spoke about the sense of obligation to contribute, which reflects both 

Confucian and socialist moral frameworks. As one participant noted: “When I received my 

scholarship, I told myself: this is not only for me. It’s for my country. I have to find a way to 

make my learning useful here.” (P4). This responsibility resonates with Hồ Chí Minh’s concept 

of “Con Người Định Hướng Xã Hội Chủ Nghĩa”, the socialist-oriented human being. Hồ 

envisioned the educated person as someone who uses knowledge for collective welfare, not 

individual gain. Within this moral orientation, returnees view localization as both a professional 

and ethical practice: applying their knowledge is an act of civic contribution and moral duty. 

For many returnees in this study, this commitment translates into participation in alumni and 

peer networks. These networks serve as spaces for mutual learning and collective action, 



enabling returnees to apply their international exposure to local initiatives. A participant active in 

an alumni association explained: “Through our alumni group, we organized workshops on 

inclusive education in rural areas. We share materials, mentor young teachers, and adapt training 

content to local needs. It’s not a big project, but it’s meaningful.” (P18) 

These forms of collective localization are important for two reasons. First, they challenge the 

individualistic model of human capital. Second, they embody the decolonial ethic of solidarity: 

returnees co-create solutions with peers. Social positioning theory also helps explain how 

returnees navigate expectations from both donors and home institutions. By virtue of their 

education and status, they occupy socially elevated positions, which confer both privilege and 

responsibility. Yet, their authority is relational, it depends on community recognition and 

alignment with local norms. Pratten (2022) describes this as the relational property of social 

roles: one’s power and legitimacy arise from social context, not simply personal ability. 

This interplay between individual and collective identity also produces tension. Some returnees 

felt that their international background created distance from colleagues, who sometimes 

perceived them as “too Western.” Others described efforts to bridge this gap through humility 

and shared purpose. One participant reflected: “At first, my colleagues thought I was trying to 

show off foreign ideas. So I stopped using foreign terms and started sharing examples from local 

practice instead. That changed how they saw me.” (P8) or “I used to think I would teach people 

what I learned abroad. Now, I learn just as much from my students and colleagues. They teach 

me how to make things work here.” (P7). Such reflections illustrate how identity is negotiated 

continuously through social interaction. The success of localization often depends on how 

returnees manage these relational dynamics, earning trust, demonstrating respect, and positioning 

themselves as part of, rather than above, the community. 



Intersections of Decoloniality and Identity 

Across these themes, another insight emerges: localization is both a decolonial process and a 

social identity navigation. Returnees’ efforts to adapt to global knowledge are simultaneously 

showing epistemic reassertion and moral positioning. By deciding what knowledge is relevant 

and how it should be used, they reclaim authority over development narratives that have 

historically been defined elsewhere. This process aligns with what Mignolo and Walsh (2018) 

describe as delinking: separating from the colonial logic of modernity while constructing new, 

pluriversal ways of knowing. It also reflects de Sousa Santos’s (2018) vision of epistemologies 

of the South: knowledge practices grounded in local experiences and solidarities. 

For Vietnamese scholarship returnees in this study, localization in terms of ways of being, proves 

to be the most transformative. They resonated with Baguios’s (2021) and King’s (2024) 

observation that agency arises when allowing local actors to make informed choices that 

correspond with local realities. Returnees in this study frequently echoed this perspective. They 

valued the autonomy to interpret knowledge, instead of simply replicating or applying it. 

Localization, for them, meant being able to decide which parts of global knowledge to keep, 

change, or get rid of.  

At the same time, these decolonial practices are also social. Returnees do not act alone; their 

identities are embedded in networks of obligation and collective aspiration. Their sense of 

purpose, to use knowledge for the common good, echoes both Confucian relational ethics and Hồ 

Chí Minh’s socialist humanism. Localization thus does not become a technical process of 

adapting knowledge; but it shows relationality through belonging: an effort to align global 

learning with the values and aspirations of one’s community. 



The findings reveal that localization is a multilayered, relational, and moral endeavor. 

Vietnamese scholarship returnees engage in a continuous balancing act between global standards 

and local realities, between professional ambition and social responsibility. Their experiences 

challenge the simplistic notion of knowledge transfer, showing instead that learning travels 

through translation, negotiation, and re-creation. 

Through flexibility, informality, and community-based contribution, returnees practice a form of 

everyday decoloniality. They resist epistemic dependency not through confrontation but through 

subtle transformation and by reshaping the ideas they learnt abroad until they reflect the needs of 

their own society. In doing so, they embody a distinctly Southeast Asian form of localization: 

flexible, informal, and relational. 

Through a decolonial lens, these acts of adaptation, negotiation, and contribution represent more 

than pragmatic strategies, they are also forms of epistemic resistance. By reinterpreting global 

knowledge to fit local realities, Vietnamese returnees practice what Mignolo (2009) calls 

thinking from the border: engaging with global frameworks while refusing to be confined by 

them. Their efforts embody Santos’s (2014) vision of epistemologies of the South, which call for 

plural, context-driven knowledge systems that challenge Western universality. 

At the same time, these practices are rooted in their social identities. Returnees act not only as 

professionals but as members of a moral community shaped by Confucian ethics and socialist 

ideals. Their contributions reflect a relational understanding of collectivism; one where personal 

fulfillment comes from serving collective goals. This social identity motivates their commitment 

to localization as both a professional and civic duty. 



Localization, therefore, involves redistributing epistemic power and reaffirming social 

belonging. It is through this intersection, between the global politics of knowledge and the local 

politics of identity, that returnees negotiate what it means to contribute, to belong, and to know. 

Conclusion 

This paper has explored how Vietnamese scholarship returnees localize global knowledge within 

their home contexts, drawing on decolonial lens and social identity theory. Their experiences 

reveal that localization is not simply skill and knowledge transfer, but their reinterpretation 

through the lenses of flexibility, informality, and relationality to emphasize a localization in the 

ways of being and doing within Vietnamese context. A decolonial perspective helps to explain 

how returnees negotiate and reframe their positionalities within intersecting hierarchies of power 

and knowledge in their home contexts after studying abroad through international scholarship 

programs, while social identity theory provides insight into how they position themselves within 

these structures. These perspectives demonstrate that localization is an evolving process of 

epistemic translation and transformation. In the broader context of Southeast Asia, these findings 

contribute to the understanding of how individuals navigate the global knowledge economy, not 

as passive recipients of aid but as active creators of diverse and context-specific knowledge. 

Vietnamese returnees demonstrate a human approach to decolonial practice by localizing their 

acquired knowledge from abroad, thereby reclaiming their agency. 
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