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Abstract: Emerging neotype research universities (NRU) in China aim to serve the national strategy through
the innovation of scientific management mechanisms. Compared with traditional research management models like
the director—oriented system and the project appointment, the Principal Investigator (PI) mode is based on the
autonomy of individual researchers to orientate their research directions and allocate their research resources,
constituting a significant part of the scientific management mechanism of NRU. This study aims to investigate the
pros and cons of the indigenization of PI-mode at NRU via the prism of organizational decentralization and the
theory of the higher education system coined by Burton Clark. A case study on the Southern University of Science
and Technology (SUSTech) with mixed methods has been employed. More specifically, documentation and semi-
structured interviews were first used to testify the analytical framework. Then, a survey questionnaire was designed
and distributed. Results indicate that empowering researchers through the implementation of Pl-mode greatly
promotes the creativity and enthusiasm of teachers to conduct cutting—edge basic research and university—industry
cooperation. As an organizational innovation, however, the PI-mode of SUSTech is still inharmonic to the demands
of current national strategic—oriented research and development. For enhancing the sustainability and diversity of
NRU, this study put forwards those different institutions should decide to either implement the PI cluster mode to

improve the competitiveness in large—scale research projects to serve the national strategy or preserve the autonomy
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of individual researchers for encouraging efforts in basic research.

Keywords: Pl-mode research management; organizational decentralization; higher education system;

emerging neotype research universities
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