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Leapfrog Strategies for Vietnam’s Digital Economy 

1 Relating Capacity for IT Policy to Development 

To speak of action on the uses of Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) 
for development is to underline that the Vietnam-Canada Information Technology Project 
(VCIT) did not view either IT or IT policy as ends in themselves.  We sought to 
understand how ICT policy can serve strategic national purposes.  The outcomes of the 
Project had more to do with the results of the policies to shape the environment in which 
technologies are applied and less to do with the technologies themselves. 
 
In order to give policy advice, it is necessary to have some model of public socio-
economic behavior in mind.  In the period beyond VCIT, the needed  “ICT policy” 
advice is going to be about achieving transition to a digital economy and knowledge 
society.  Evolving the capacity to iterate models of public behavior that support such 
advice is a task that Vietnamese policy researchers have just begun to address.  When 
they are further into the development of that capacity, the models they describe will be 
dominated by factors of need intrinsic to Vietnam.   
 
A sketch of how such a model might look follows here.  But it is too “globalized” to 
reflect much of what Vietnamese policy researchers may eventually express.  Also it is 
centered, not in economics, social science or technology, but in a view of what happens 
to institutions and individuals when they begin to become conscious of themselves as 
information systems. 
 
The “knowledge” inherent in the knowledge society comes from the interaction of 
dynamic systems that learn their way forward in non-zero sum games, more than through 
mechanistic systems that achieve stable states through control.  People in networks don’t 
“use” information systems. They are information systems.  What those systems know is 
not a product or commodity. The real goal for the use of ICTs in development should be, 
not creating information systems, but informing the choices that people in networks, 
acting as information systems, are able to make. 

1.1 Anticipating The Future of Capacity For ICT Policy 

Vietnam once feared that instability would occur as a consequence of transition to a 
digital economy and knowledge society.  But now a new confidence in the future 
direction has emerged inside the Politbureau.  The strength of that shift has begun to 
penetrate into the thinking of strategic planners inside the Government of Vietnam.  
Vietnam’s new confidence that use of ICTs will be of positive benefit is a product of two 
factors: 
• A faith that the youth of Vietnam can be counted on to meet the challenge. 
• A realisation that the culture of Vietnam, which is many centuries deep, is resilient 

enough to succeed in absorbing any number of strange new influences. 
 



 

GAIA Corporation 3

In summary, Vietnam now believes that, after it has absorbed the characteristics of the 
global Internet culture, it will still be Vietnamese.  But as Vietnam becomes a knowledge 
society, the effective uses of ICTs to enable development steadily become more critical to 
achieving that goal. 
 
When planning for visits of Canadian policy experts coming to Hanoi, the Vietnamese 
partners in VCIT often advised, “They must just tell us their experience and we’ll adapt it 
to Vietnam.  The experience comes from outside.  The initiative comes from inside.”  
That consistent advice reveals a Vietnamese intention to contain an alarming Canadian 
propensity to rush toward dialogue, just as if open dialogue was a normal first step in 
establishing personal relations.  But their concern restates an essential principle of 
sustainable capacity building.  Appropriate external intervention should facilitate local 
action, not initiate it.   
 
But when Vietnam gets to 2005, just what capacity will it then need to do information 
technology policy?   VCIT supported the Government of Vietnam’s capacity to 
understand what happens to society and the economy when you deliberately use IT to 
change things.  The Government of Vietnam must make difficult choices about how to 
spend its money wisely.  It needs to know which are good and which are bad public 
policies in using IT for development.  The way of thinking about the future of Vietnam is 
changing.  The goal of becoming industrialized and modernized is being qualified by the 
idea of becoming a knowledge society.  Thinking about sustaining the ICT policy 
capacity into the future requires keeping certain questions in mind: 
• In what sense is a knowledge society different from other forms of society? 
• What might slow down or block Vietnam’s transition to a knowledge society? 
• As the context of ICT use for development changes both inside and outside Vietnam, 

just what will the capacity to create and apply information technology policy actually 
require? 

• The necessary learning goes both ways.  How does Vietnam in turn assist the learning 
of external agencies that are facilitating local action to shape the environment in 
which technologies are applied? 

1.2 Modeling the policy formulation system 

Policy, including ICT policy, is politics.  But there are both explicit and implicit rules that 
constrain the political practices of policy formulation and implementation.  Those rules 
shape an institutional structure through which collective decisions are made.  A useful 
analogy for considering the implications of this is to think of structure in an industrial 
economy as solid and structure in a digital economy as liquid.   
 
It is a truism of public policy formulation that, “Only by changes in rules [can] changes 
in patterns of outcomes be predicted to emerge.” 1  Although VCIT did not do this, it 
would be possible to begin project design by modeling the system of rules that patterns 
                                                 
1 James M. Buchanan and Richard A. Musgrave.  Public finance and public choice: two contrasting views 

of the state.  The MIT Press,  1999, 18. 
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ICT policy formulation within the present system of governance.   Of course, the 
transition to a knowledge society will bring into operation a different system of 
governance and an altered model of ICT policy formulation that is appropriate to its 
circumstances.   
 
Imagining a model of the knowledge society and comparing it with a model of the 
existing set of rules patterning the policy formulation process could suggest how the new 
model of ICT policy formulation should look.  For example, it is commonly assumed that 
the structure of institutions requires delegation of authority and subfunctions.  But, in the 
networks of a knowledge society, there are many emergent forms of social organization 
that do not depend on delegation of authority and that are stable enough over time to 
serve as institutions.  What changes in the way the policy formulation process is 
structured will enable the more rapid emergence of networked social organizations? 
 
By the end, VCIT did have an impact on changing the rules by which policy is made.  
Taking that step required transcending an original project design that was mechanistic 
and characteristic of industrial economy planning.  It unpacked a solid concept “IT 
policy” into constituent parts, essentially IT strategies by sectors.  Then it worked on the 
parts or “outputs” level, hoping that the sum of developmental results at that level would 
add up to results at the level of desired outcomes.  In doing this, it was compatible with 
strategic planning in Vietnam that is also mechanistic.  Strategies are done in parallel at 
many levels.  Then they are re-drafted in several steps, as the content of higher level 
drafts becomes visible to policy planners.  Horizontal and vertical consistency begins to 
emerge near the end of the drafting process, when the rules from above grow congruent 
with the rules from below. 
 
Because of the nature of the knowledge society, any new project supporting ICT policy 
capacity in Vietnam, should not follow VCIT’s path.  It should take into account that: 
1. Self-organizing systems have internally consistent rules – not externally imposed 

rules.  The rules about rules, and about where the rules are found, are different. 
2. To benefit from the efficiencies of self-organizing systems, the existing way the 

policy rules are made has to change. 

The next project needs to focus on identifying the higher level rules within which 
decision making about ICT policy (the rules on the next level down) are set.   Then it 
needs to assist the users of the work of the ICT policy community to change the rules 
under which it operates.   It has to change how making the rules about changing the rules 
are made, not within ICT, but in the environment in which ICT policy decision making 
occurs.  This means that the focal point for ICT policy intervention is not in the ICT 
policy community where VCIT primarily acted.  It’s in the decision-making environment 
of the level above it. 
 
The tricky part of any second project will be to anticipate a transition to open systems of 
governance.  The participants will need to notice the point at which a phase change 
occurs and the existing hierarchies transform into networked structures of interaction.  At 
that point, the concept of  “levels” starts to become less relevant.  In effect, you need to 
change the rules in the old system (where rules are externally imposed to solidify 
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structure) in a way that accelerates the emergence of the new system (where the rules 
about changing the rules are internalized to create dynamic structures that flow).  You 
need to set free the ICT policy planning community to become a self-organizing system. 

2 Becoming A Knowledge Society 

2.1 The Internet as a new zone of socialization. 

The shift to a market-based economy is not the most significant change in Vietnam’s 
future.  Both the developing and developed economies are all at the same stage of 
adapting to a profound cultural shift.  They are all becoming digital.  Digital is liquid.  
Don’t plan. Float. 
 
What will happen to Vietnam as it uses ICTs to become modern?  And what will that 
mean for all those who work in the ICT sector?  Finding answers to those questions 
requires new perspectives on matters of: 
• Administrative reform 
• Re-structuring of institutions and of basic relationships among institutions 
• Changing behaviours in the world of work 
• Changing patterns of activity in daily life 
• Discovering that spontaneous communities of interest, not geography, are beginning 

to bloom. 
 
Obviously, those are not factors of technology.  They show us that, for any society, not 
just Vietnam, understanding the uses of information technologies is a far more complex 
and difficult question than understanding how to create and apply the technologies 
themselves.   As Kevin Kelly says, “The network economy is founded on technology, but 
can only be built on relationships.  It starts with chips and ends with trust.” 2 
If anything, and in spite of that new found confidence, it is likely that the impact of the 
knowledge society on Vietnam’s culture, values and institutions is being underestimated. 
 
For example, to view the Internet as a passive source of information as Vietnam does is 
understandable because, of course, it is.  But that is not its primary value.  In fact, there is 
a danger inherent in viewing the Internet as merely an information source.  “Information 
itself needs a social context to be meaningful. The tight focus on information, with the 
implicit assumption that if we look after information everything else will fall into place, it 
ultimately a sort of social and moral blindness.” 3  While access to information (or, if you 
will, knowledge) is necessary for development, on its own it is not sufficient for 
development to occur. 
 

                                                 
2  Kevin Kelly.  New rules for the new economy.  Penguin, 1998, 137. 
3 John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid, quoted in Robert D. Putnam.  Bowling alone: the collapse and 

revival of American community. Simon and Schuster, 2000, 172. 
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On the other hand, access to communications, to the means of becoming informed 
through dialogue, is essential to development.  It is also a basic human need, because it is 
the key to the efficiency and effectiveness of all the other systems that supply basic needs 
– food, health, shelter, education, etc.  Lack of access to communications is therefore a 
fundamental indicator of underdevelopment. 
 
The Internet then is not just “technical” infrastructure.  It is also institutional 
infrastructure.  Internet access and growth is central to reform and to embracing a 
knowledge based economy.  Thinking about it as merely technology blocks 
conceptualization of its appropriate uses.  As an institution, the Internet is a new zone of 
socialization.  It defines the condition of being in the knowledge society.  Either you are 
on the Net or you are not, and, as of yet, Vietnam is not.   It is therefore difficult to gain 
understanding of what it is in the Internet’s nature that makes it central to change, growth 
and development. 

2.2 Finding knowledge in the knowledge-based economy 

So, if we are going into a society that is somehow made up from knowledge, what is that 
knowledge?   It is useful to consider that knowledge is not a thing.  Knowledge is the way 
we see things and the way we do things – the subjective experience of a process of 
knowing rather than the concretization of abstractions.  Language is the code that 
communicates and holds knowledge.  Who we are, the way we see things, our identities, 
come to us from our social context through language. 
 
In a way we never could before, the Internet is a tool that lets us have conversations with 
many different people about how they see things.  The Internet speeds up the way in 
which we can think of new ideas, the way we can change our minds about how things 
work.  Very rapidly, it helps us comprehend different ways of seeing things that cause us 
to understand different ways of doing things.  In effect, it helps us to learn a new 
language, the language of the Internet culture.   
 
All we are doing is talking – but now our way of talking has changed, and therefore our 
social context has changed.  But we take our identity – who we are – from our society.  
Suddenly our social relations are no longer fixed.  They are fluid.  They flow like water 
and, like water, they flow around any obstacle in their way.  So, the “knowledge” in the 
knowledge society is not a fixed thing.  It is not a commodity or and object.  It cannot be 
bought or sold.  In the knowledge society you have access, not to knowledge, but to 
different ways of knowing. 
 
In an industrial economy, the relationships among organizations and markets is of 
paramount concern.  Vietnam is only beginning to contemplate the impact of markets on 
the form and behavior of organizations.  In a networked economy, there is a third layer of 
concern – the growth of networks of relationships between organizations and markets. 
Open and healthy webs of networked relationships in any given sector yield better market 
opportunities for organizations.  The managers of Vietnamese organizations are therefore, 
not one but two steps removed from the experiences essential to successful integration. 
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Networks, as dynamic systems are inherently self-referential.  By being systems they 
express, not only what is conventionally understood as their “content,” but also the 
structure that conveys it.  Thus the totality of their content (what they are saying and how 
they are saying it) represents a model of the system in being that is accessible to all 
participants in the network.  That is to say, every participant can know what the system 
knows.  Ultimately, as the network of networks, the Internet’s “purpose” is, if they want, 
to let all connected systems know what any system knows.  The key “rule” that leads to a 
wealth of new ideas is that the choice of forming links is fully open.  Then any link that 
can occur will.  Obviously it is not possible to predict the form of knowing that will 
emerge at those higher systemic levels of integration. 4  
 
When you are on the Internet, there is only one economy and one market, the global 
market.  Vietnam is not yet on the Internet in any real sense.  Therefore Vietnam is not 
yet learning how to be globally competitive in any real sense.  It cannot learn this without 
far higher rates of access.  For example, the rapid re-alignment of distribution channels, 
the changes in patterns of how and what people buy caused by e-commerce, cannot be 
planned or guided.  They grow through direct experience.  
 
In the new economy, markets are conversations.  Networks are inherently social, not 
technical. They connect people.  They cause an expansion of the social zones in which 
participation becomes possible.  As the complexity of interdependence increases, new 
forms of productive organization emerge.  Let the capacity for wider participation 
happen.  Let networked markets as conversations or communities emerge.  The urge to 
control supply blocks the spontaneous self-organization of demand.   Networks are the 
one organizational form that learns its shape.  Development policy must anticipate the 
growth in capacity for learning that occurs in the spontaneous formation of networks. 
 
To do what they do, networked knowledge workers have to be able to change their minds 
rapidly.  They have to find ways around all obstacles that stop them from doing that.  The 
value they provide for the money they are paid depends on how fast they can learn their 
way forward into new ideas.  The knowledge worker, as an inhabitant and analyst of 
networked systems begins to work by asking, “what is the problem?” 
 
Good questions are the first step toward innovation.  Churn, diversity, multiplicity, and 
sufficient complexity are the sources out of which the new, the innovative, emerges.  
Good questions enlarge the views of both the askers and the asked.  Even in a knowledge 
society, good questions are always a challenge to authority, to social stability.  In effect, 
since a way of seeing is always also a way of not seeing, destabilization is the precise 
source of knowledge generation.  This is not an argument for individual versus collective 
rights.  The “knowledge” inherent in the knowledge society is a product of equilibrium at 

                                                 
4 The more we make our technologies resemble and behave like ourselves the more anthropomorphic or 

convivial they become.  Then our relations with them cease to be matters of “use.”   Our relation to such 
tools becomes inherently social.   That is to say, we have begun to use technologies of communication to 
structure models of ourselves that interact with other models.  To the degree that those avitars or agents 
act autonomously, our social relations become complex in a new way. What do you say to a tool that 
becomes anthropomorphicized?  You say, “Hello.” 
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the edge of chaos.  It comes more from the interaction of dynamic systems that learn their 
way forward in non-zero sum games, than it does through mechanistic systems that 
achieve stable states through control. 

2.3 Becoming digital is a process of acculturation 

The methodology essential to ICT policy research is quite well known, although it rarely 
surfaces in the awareness of those of those who ordinarily think about the uses of ICTs.  
It’s from anthropology and social action research and it’s called “participant 
observation.” 
 
Now we make our networks and our networks make us.   The tools, the way of doing, and 
the social networks within which the doing gets done, intertwine.  When people make and 
use new tools they change the world, and that changes them.  When you connect to 
networks in new ways, you can only do so by changing your “way of doing things.”  In 
anthropology, this process is called acculturation. We cannot give you our experience as 
if it were an object or a tool.  We have to understand your context – your way of doing – 
before we have anything of value to share. We know, if we share, we’ll be changed in the 
process.  That’s called learning.  It is important to remember that, when different cultures 
are in contact, acculturation always works in both directions. 
 
The emerging social structure of a political economy of ideas is not the same as that of an 
industrial economy.  The experience of online communities of interest is in advance of 
what businesses and governments understand to be occurring.  Businesses and 
governments believe that the present society goes online as is.  They see the citizens of 
industrial economies as passive “consumers” of services, not as active extensions of the 
self into a dynamic and alterable set of communications systems.  But seeing daily life 
online clearly is not just a question of understanding a problem of “access to services.”  It 
is a question of understanding alterations to daily life as it is lived.   
 
In the mass markets of the industrial economy, socialization to social norms is thought of 
as a process that is external to the individual.  But integration into online communities is 
a matter both of individual choice and of responsibility.  The individuals create their 
networks and, in turn, their networks create them.  But they do have much more choice 
because their choice has become de- institutionalized. 
 
For the Poor, becoming better informed about the choices they can make increases the 
possibilities they have for improving their daily living on their own.  Taking that view in 
the design of development projects that use IT turns the focus away from the information 
technology itself and toward information use and the processes that inform.  The real goal 
for the use of information technology in development should be, not creating information 
systems, but informing choices. 
 
Vietnam will know when it is on the threshold of integration into the global economy.  
On its own the appearance of exponential growth in domestic Internet use can be taken as 
a symptom of a fundamental restructuring of economic and social institutions.  But the 
technology should not be thought of as causing the change to a global knowledge society.  
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Technology is a symptom of that change – of a different way of doing things.  Becoming 
digital is, therefore, NOT a process of industrialization.  It is an acculturation process.  It 
would be much better to become high tech in the means of production overall than 
merely a producer of high tech. 

3 What Blocks Vietnam from Becoming A Knowledge Society? 

3.1 Directive 58: a leapfrog in ICT strategy 

There have been significant developments on two levels in 2000 that ensured an exciting 
conclusion to the VCIT Project.  Internationally, the world’s development community has 
begun to focus substantial attention on the role that ICT use plays in development and in 
economic growth. At the national level, in Vietnam, this has been recognized at the 
highest level and ICT use will be a dominant factor for many years.  VCIT, as a case 
study in the consequences of enhancing national ICT policy capacity, is therefore likely 
to receive more attention than it might have otherwise. 
 
On October 17, 2000, the Central Executive Committee of the Communist Party of 
Vietnam (the highest level of leadership) issued Directive 58, “On Accelerating the Use 
and Development of Information Technology for the Cause of Industrialization and 
Modernization.”   This was the first time that the Party has spoken on the uses of IT for 
development.  For example, VCIT’s purpose was to support implementation of the 
National Program on Information Technology (NPIT).  But NPIT was an implementation 
policy at the level of Government not a visions policy at the Party leve l.   
 
Directive 58, particularly with its emphasis on the use of IT, represents a major shift in 
public policy.  There is now a substantial community of IT policy makers in Vietnam.  
That community credits VCIT as being a major influence in achieving the shift.  It also 
acknowledges VCIT’s presence over the last five years as the only ODA activity 
supporting Vietnam in what has become a critical area of development planning. 
 
The impact of Directive 58 has already been substantial.  Perhaps the most significant 
impacts, from the perspective of future ICT policy projects, are that, under the 
implementation instructions accompanying the Directive: 
1. Every level of the Party is to identify and assign a “senior leader” to lead in the 

Directive’s implementation. 
2. During 2001, the management system of IT and telecom is to be restructured to 

achieve a “unified” approach. 
3. The National Plan for Use and Development for 2001-2005, and specifically for 2001 

are to be developed, and a separate government fund is to be set aside for IT. 

The IT Master Plan 2001-2005 and several other VCIT supported or supplied documents 
were influential in the deliberations leading to the decision of the Party to issue Directive 
58.  Because of the Directive, we assume that the final draft of ITMP will also begin to 
take up a focus on the “uses” of IT.  VCIT used the workshop that presented the 
conclusions of the IT Policy Analysis Research Group to support a similar 
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recommendation.  This workshop also attempted to influence better coordination among 
IT strategies in several sectors that are now clearly overlapping. 
 
Directive 58 has opened many paths to action that were previously blocked.  But what 
will Vietnam encounter as it accelerates the uses of ICTs for development that it cannot 
now anticipate?  In effect, there are blind spots in Vietnam’s experience that may slow 
down or block effective action in the immediate future.  These blind spots will define 
critical areas or issues where support of capacity to engage in ICT policy formulation and 
implementation may need attention. 

3.2 Blocks that define IT policy issues 

No sense of urgency: Most Vietnamese believe that Vietnam is too far below the take-
off point in the use of the Internet and the tools of the “new economy.”  Hence it is 
premature to think about ICT use as a key determinant of development.  The target for 
industrialization is to move incrementally from 80% of the economy in agriculture to 
20% by 2020.  This target makes it difficult to imagine who needs to rush this stuff now.  
They view the prediction of exponential shifts in change as “still a fantasy for Vietnam.” 
 
Slow growth of Internet use:  The new economy is a networked economy.  Production, 
distribution and consumption systems that are networked are smarter than systems that 
are not networked.  In the new economy, as membership in a networked system grows, 
the value of that networked system to its members increases exponentially. The Internet 
provides the spaces in which networks emerge and is thus the essential element in 
achieving benefits from the new economy.   
 
When the Internet becomes of true value to Vietnam’s economy, its growth pattern will 
express a curve of increasing returns.  For the moment the “curve” remains flat. That 
slow growth is a function of high cost for a monopoly service.  The “service” includes 
high charges per unit of time plus low bandwidth.  The low bandwidth forces extremely 
long transaction times and therefore artificially inflates costs even higher.   Also it is 
quite clear that the human development implications (or the social side of socio-economic 
impact) of increased Internet use are still being underestimated.  In other words, a limited 
perception of the Internet’s role is also slowing its growth.  This is best exemplified in 
DGPT’s draft National Information Infrastructure Project.  The underestimation includes: 
• Narrowly defining “universal access” as access to services rather than broadly to 

include participation and choice. 
• Not recognizing that interactivity at a personal level re-configures social networks 

and therefore re-configures identity (different route to answering the question – who 
am I?). 

• Not defining “convergence” to include access to open social systems. 
• Not recognizing that the community, rather than the technology, is the network. 
 
Also underestimated are the overlaps with IT strategies in other Ministries and therefore 
the need for horizontal coordination, or “working together.”  This is so, even though the 
framers of the draft imagine moving to a network infrastructure that allows for “anyone, 
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anywhere, anyway, anytime.”  While the price of Internet access will steadily decline, the 
end of monopoly control is still some distance off. 
 
Informing choices: Merely giving people information is not enough to increase their 
productivity.  ICTs connect people.  They make it possible for people to create new links 
and extensions of their social and economic networks in ways that were formerly 
impossible.  This gives them wider access to new ways of knowing about the choices 
they can make that will improve their daily life.  ICTs enable their broader participation 
in the structuring of the systems of services and economic productivity that support them.  
In effect, ICTs sustain the growth of communities of common interest.  The growth of 
community can be and often is viewed as the enemy of efficient administration. 
 
Passive learning:  ICT awareness is clearly driving a shift in educational method toward 
student centered learning.  Concern for training new skills is intensifying rapidly.  
However, awareness of the impact of networks on open systems and socio-economic 
change, remains stalled.   Training is needed on the skill sets required for adapting to the 
economy of life in networks.  Vietnam still believes it can “connect” to global markets 
“step-by-step” and intends to educate its workers accordingly.  Giving them the skill to 
go from local production to global distribution in a networked economy remains 
unimaginable. 
 
The use of ICTs as information systems threatens income:  Markets are self-
organizing information systems for making decisions.  Price, not official State planning 
of targets, really does regulate the relationship of supply and demand.  Given the health 
of Vietnam’s underground economy, everyone knows this.  Locally, Vietnam is fully in a 
market economy.  Even the planners themselves make their real income in those markets.  
Because they assist in giving the perfect knowledge of price that economy theory 
assumes, ICTs make real markets work faster and better.  But the fear is that, by making 
commercial transactions open and transparent, ICTs will also make success in doing 
some business impossible.  The middlemen between producers and consumers incur a 
plethora of transaction fees.  These fees can become impossible to collect when all 
participants know the steps in the process. 
 
Management behaviors: It is not management that structures dynamic systems to 
inform community choices or sustain organizational learning.  The authority granted by 
hierarchy and socially assigned status does not mix with the emergence of self-organizing 
community and distributed functionality that occurs in daily life lived online.  In that 
context, historical views of management control become a problem.  Structures that learn 
are collegial, situational, entrepreneurial, distributed and self-organizing.  They intensify 
the climate of ideas.  That action fosters spaces for learning and shared purpose where 
new alternatives can emerge.  Structures that learn can be and often are viewed as the 
enemy of management control. 5 
 
                                                 
5 There is a substantial social science research literature that describes how the professionalization of 

services delivery isolates the professionals from the receivers of the services when they begin to define 
them as clients. 
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Supply side thinking and central planning focus regulatory instincts in the wrong 
direction: Getting beyond the take-off point in Internet use will cause a phase change to 
occur in how people think about problems and plan to address their solutions.  In effect, 
in economic terms Vietnam’s present approach to strategic planning is all supply side.  
Relatively soon, the emphasis is going to shift to the demand side.  The speed at which 
decisions will have to be made will make supply side planning, as a means of regulating 
outcomes, impossible to maintain. 
 
Because of a felt need for authority to act, Vietnam is about the embark on a complex 
exercise of identifying gaps and obstacles in the “legal environment that enables ICT 
use.”  But software code and standards for open systems in digital society are replacing 
the functions that laws and regulations played in structuring relations in an industrial 
society.  While not denying that there are areas where law and regulation require 
attention, the primacy given to this activity seems misplaced.  Why should Vietnam go 
through a legalistic phase in adapting to a knowledge based economy only to discover 
that other factors than law structure its new rules? 
 
  ……every one of these “barriers” is psychological… 
 
The management of change is more than a technology infrastructure problem.  Getting a 
feeling for what happens when you maximize use of the technology, and understanding 
who benefits and who pays, is a socio-economic impact question.  Vietnam seems on the 
edge of setting a goal in its socio-economic development strategy that might be called “a 
digital revolution with socialist values.” Because of the human development implications, 
does setting such a goal go far enough for a successful transition to a digital economy in a 
knowledge society? 

4 Defining A Digital Revolution With Socialist Values 

Taking action to remove the blocks involves thinking about the uses of ICTs for 
development in a different way.   
 
In his written commentary to Vietnam’s draft Socio-Economic Development Strategy 
(SEDS), David Dapice6 outlines the economic growth consequences of three different 
scenarios for Vietnam’s immediate future.  The process of imagining scenarios usually 
involves identifying key drivers of change – factors or issues that interact more 
powerfully than others to circumscribe different sets of possible futures.  While Dapice 
does not explicitly describe how he arrived at the scenarios, he does identify two key 
choices that structure continuums of possible response.  These are: 
• grasping or ignoring the digital revolution 
• getting out of  or staying in the way of business 
 

                                                 
6 David Dapice.  Choices and opportunities: roads open to Vietnam.  Second High Level Consultation on 

the Socio-Economic Development Strategy for Vietnam 2001-2010. Project VIE/99/002.  MPI-UNDP, 
Hanoi, September 2000. 
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The figure below, “Change factors shaping choices of economic futures,” creates a four-
cell matrix that shows how these two continuums might interrelate.   The figure shows 
that there is a fourth scenario in which the digital is embraced and the government still 
stands between business and economic choices.  Dapice did not spell out the 
consequences of any such fourth scenario.  But, in broad outline, the “Development 
Viewpoints” section of MPI’s draft SEDS of July 2000 could be taken as a reasonable 
description of actions that fit that set of possibilities.  In effect, scenario 4 appears to be 
the road that Vietnam now intends to follow. 
 
The mantra chanted by the ODA community is that the solution to all Vietnam’s 
development problems is simple.  To accelerate innovation and economic growth, just 
free the private sector from government interference.  For example, Dapice’s main 
argument is that the failure to separate business and government blocks economic growth 
and fails to take advantage of the evolving world economy. Vietnam has been equally 
clear that it has no intention of directly acting on this advice. 
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Given the centrality of the digital revolution to Dapice’s scenarios, obviously building 
capacity for ICT policy lives squarely in a middle zone between the two sides of this 
impasse.  The VCIT main argument is different from the mantra of competition in open 
markets.  It is that failure to grasp the essence of open systems blocks learning and new 
knowledge, i.e. the growth of ideas and the “spaces” in which they can emerge.  The 
question then becomes – how can support of ICT policy capacity assist in moving 
Vietnam from scenario 4 to scenario 3, decision to leap?  This is where the full 
implications of Directive 58 on IT use and development can begin to unfold.  What 

Grasp 
the essence 

DIGITAL 
REVOLUTION 

SPEED OF GROWTH 

Separate political decision-
making 

from the rapid pace of 

Slow political decision-making 
dominates the speed of business 

growth 

1. Business as Usual
(minus)

4. Digital Revolution 
with Socialist Values 

2. Business as Usual 3. A decision to leap? 

CHANGE FACTORS  
SHAPING CHOICES OF ECONOMIC 

FUTURES 

(closed systems) 

Ignore 
the reality

(open systems) 

ICT use for CONTROL
focuses on applications in 

sectors

ICT use in EXPORT 
earnings focuses on 
external integration 

ICT use for REFORM focuses 
on socio-economic impact 

ICT use for CHANGE 
focuses on becoming 
a knowledge society 



 

GAIA Corporation 15 

emphases in ICT policy support might change the possibility of that scenario to future 
actuality? 
 
At least for the long term, Vietnam has accepted the goal of becoming a knowledge-
based economy in an information society.  However, it is not clear whether the 
consequences of that choice have also been accepted.  If they have not, then it becomes 
more difficult for external aid agencies.  These agencies should both support the uses of 
ICTs for development and honor the principle of facilitating local action, not initiating it.  
This, in effect, supports the movement of strategic policy focus from scenario 4 to 
scenario 3.  Certainly, they can create processes to identify the issues and the choices that 
need to be addressed.  This will increase awareness of the impact of various options 
raised by the choices.  Then they can leave Vietnam alone in making those choices on its 
own.   
 
In theory, that sounds simple.  In practice, as ICT use spreads into all facets of life, it is 
all too easy to stray into the gray zone of advocating activities that circumscribe 
Vietnam’s choices.  On way of avoiding the gray zone would be to pay far more attention 
to the classic question of socio-economic impact analysis - who benefits and who pays?   
This would have the effect of clarifying the intentions of all of the actors involved in 
advance of any action of support.  Some other critical issues follow below. 
  
The key objective is to support the socio-economic development strategy by using 
ICTs to develop Vietnam as a Knowledge Society: Embrace the goal of becoming a 
Knowledge Society, not as a response to external pressures to integrate, but as a means of 
ensuring that the choices about change and progress remain in Vietnam’s control. 
 
If you view ICTs as a cost you will draft a technology plan.  If you view ICTs as an 
investment you will have a development plan.  This plan should produce a more efficient 
government, a new ICT sector in the economy, and an opportunity to enable all other 
sectors of the economy to become more productive.  Party Directive 58, because of its 
reference to “use,” goes much further than MPI’s SEDS to spell out the development 
opportunities inherent in ICT use.  There is now much greater acceptance within the 
Party for the uses if ICTs for development than SEDS anticipates. 
 
SEDS now needs an additional chapter – one that takes its departure from Directive 58.  
ICT “use” calls for development policy, not technology policy, which SEDS as now 
drafted assumes.  Directive 58, because it calls for pragmatic uses of ICTs for 
development is moving in the right direction.  SEDS should now incorporate that 
perspective. 
 
Avoid technological determinism: Public policy development is inherently political, not 
technical.  The fact that the content of policy debate is concerned with appropriate trade-
offs in the use of technology does not change this. 
 
Training in the physical sciences and technology dominates the educational experience of 
the community that sets science policy in Vietnam. This matters because the role of 
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science and scientists is believed to be central to the process of achieving modernity.  A 
background in the “hard” sciences supplies a policy maker with a particular way of 
seeing the world.  However, the worldview that created the modernity expressed by the 
Internet derives less from physics than it does from evolutionary biology. 7 
 
IT policy is development policy, not technology policy.  ICTs are not just “tools.”  They 
are symptoms of a more fundamental shift in cultural values.  Many of the people 
advocating the use of the technologies in Vietnam think that the technologies cause the 
change.  People with knowledge of how the technology works are necessary to an 
understanding of its potential impacts but not sufficient to make national decisions about 
its use.  Make sure that those involved in recommending policy for ICT use in 
development are broadly informed about processes of socio-economic change. 
 
ICTs and rural development: rural farmers as decision-makers:8  Influencing the 
choices that people can make is a powerful means of breaking free from cycles of 
poverty.  Considering information as a verb, not a noun, provides a way to link IT policy 
and the design of projects for poverty alleviation in a new and direct way.  Looking at 
development from the point of view of those who are being “developed,” their key 
problem is knowing what to do next when the cost of making a wrong choice is 
extremely high.  Becoming informed about the choices they can make can improve their 
daily living.  Taking that view during development project design and implementation 
would turn the focus away from the information technology itself and toward information 
use and the processes that inform. 
 
For example, thinking about future uses of the Rice Crop Monitoring System led us to 
conclude that classic methods of community based or participatory rural development 
should be incorporated into any follow-up project.  The concept would be to share 
information about choices and about the results of changes, not to focus on GIS hardware 
or analysis software or particular information technologies.  In this manner we may 
discover what happens when, through analysis of the system’s use, we inform peoples’ 
choices in a different way 
 
The design of such an agricultural information network for farmers would need to begin 
with an essential first step - an “information system” analysis stage.  In participatory rural 
development, it is necessary to understand the system that is in being before external 
intervention begins.  That we are considering “information” systems as interventions in 
fact intensifies this need.   There is an existing “indigenous” knowledge system that 
informs rural producers in their rice growing and marketing behaviors.  We will not 
understand very much about our potential impact unless we go and look at it. 
 

                                                 
7 Ernst Mayr.  Darwin’s influence on modern thought.  Scientific American, July 2000, 78-83. 
8 Reworded from: Garth Graham. “Networking community, not  technology: informing development 

choices in  new  ways.”   E-Commerce VS E-Commons, edited by Marita Moll and Leslie Regan Shade. 
Ottawa, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2000. 
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There is one more way that the concept represents a new potential.  If you think about 
systems that inform decision making as “top down” or “bottom up,” you are modeling 
behavior in a linear way.  But the patterns of people’s behavior that emerge in social 
network interactions are dynamic.  Their patterns of organization reveal “rules” that are 
internal not externally imposed.  They are “self organizing.”  Improving their ability to 
self organize is easy.  Just increase the feedback loops.  Then the people in the system 
become more aware of the consequences of their mutual interactions and they modify 
their behavior accordingly.9  
 
Universal access to the Internet:  The telecom “sector” views the key pressures to 
change as coming from outside Vietnam.  The potential of networked business to 
business communications on its own to drive the rate of growth is viewed as “fantasy.”  
A strategy of connecting Vietnamese to each other would have far more advantages than 
a strategy of connecting Vietnam to the world.  Public policy should express a different 
view about the value of Internet access.  Instead of seeing it as a private monopoly for 
profit, it should be viewed as an essential public good and central to achieving national 
goals for socio-economic development. And, as evidenced by Directive 58, public policy 
is changing in that direction. 
 
Vietnam cannot learn how to be globally competitive without achieving far higher rates 
of Internet access.   Development policy must anticipate the growth in capacity for 
learning that occurs in the spontaneous formation of the networks that support business, 
open markets and the values and work of knowledge workers. 
 
For the moment the “growth curve” of Internet use remains flat because the price charged 
for access does not take the national interest into account.  To serve the interests of 
business and development strategies, the policy should be to set prices to get more 
Internet accounts.  It should not be to maximize the rate of return per account. In the long 
term, the Internet is not a “valued added service” of telecom providers.  In fact, telephony 
becomes a value-added service of the Internet.  It is time to plan for the occurrence of this 
flip in understanding of which is the chicken and which is the egg. 
  
The Internet is essential infrastructure for the Knowledge Society. Central to the very 
notion of a Knowledge Society then is setting a national policy objective of access to the 
Internet as a universal service.  The implementation of such an objective is, first of all, a 
function of regulatory capacity.  It is not a function of operational ownership or 

                                                 
9  “The standard scenario for economic development in a poor country calls for industrialization via 

investment.  In this ‘top-down’ view, creating opportunities for employment is the only way to end 
poverty.  But for much of the developing world, increased employment exacerbates migration from the 
countryside to the cities and creates low-paying jobs in miserable conditions.  I firmly believe that, 
instead, the eradication of poverty starts with people being able to control their own fates.  It is not by 
creating jobs that we will save the poor but rather by providing them with the opportunity to realize their 
own potential.  Time and time again I have seen that the poor are poor not because they are lazy or 
untrained or illiterate but because they cannot keep the genuine returns of  their labor… Self-employment 
may be the only solution for such people, whom our economies refuse to hire and our tax payers will not 
support.” Muhammad Yunus. The Grameen Bank. Scientific American, November 1999, 119. 
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infrastructure development. Currently in Vietnam an effective regulator’s role is totally 
absent from the equation. 
 
Getting government online can accelerate change:  Set a goal of the GoV becoming a 
model user of ICTs.  Create a climate where the most skilled people can afford to work 
for Government.  Give those people the task of turning Government of Vietnam into a 
model user of ICTs for the electronic delivery of government services.  This will leverage 
faster development of a knowledge-based economy.   Costs will go down and efficiency 
will go up via the web impact on supply chains. 
 
If you really want to leap into or swim in the new economy, try setting the goal of 
achieving “open source governance:”  Because they are closer to their citizens, the switch 
to the practices of government online is far more rapid in regions, provinces and states 
within countries than it is at the level of national governments.  As local governments go 
online, they usually begin by contemplating the implications of the restructuring of 
functions that has contributed to progress and profit in the business world.  But, 
particularly in United States, a new possibility is emerging for re-defining relationships 
among the governors and the governed in local governments – open source governance.  
“Open source government may be defined as the continuous creation, innovation and 
improvement of government and government solutions through the direct contribution 
and participation of citizens.  It would, at least in theory, both dramatically change the 
way decisions are made and improve the workability of solutions adopted.”10 
 
To know anything you have to learn it:  “You can have a market-based economy.  You 
cannot have a market-based society.”11  Changes in educational methods are required that 
move the purpose of education away from goals defined in terms of society’s needs and 
towards goals that meet individual’s needs (i.e. away from teacher centered instruction 
and towards student centered learning).  It is essential to sustain a universal public 
education system that uses student-centered and continuous learning.  This will enhance 
the national capacity to innovate as the key element of competition in a global 
knowledge-based economy.  Some of the objectives that this requires include: 
• Close relationships with industry in university education.  Building relationships with 

a growing industry creates feedback that links the universities into the economy 
• Support Vietnamese developers of digital learning materials (education sector market 

used for directed purchase) 
• Moving society toward a knowledge-driven economy by identifying and addressing 

key change factors in the structure of jobs and work, the necessities of daily life, the 
definition of learning and the role and practices of teaching (pedagogy) 

• The objective of expanding EduNet as educational infrastructure is also an essential 
long term objective in making schools and universities critical components of getting 
Vietnam online. 

                                                 
10 Blake Harris.  The opportunity of open source governing.  Government Technology, August 2000, pp 8-

9, 46-47, p 47. 
11 George Soros. 
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• Set employment policy goals that fit the needs of a Knowledge Society.  In 
anticipating changes to the future of work, move from “just making a living” 
(economic goals for basic needs) to “growing new skills” (socio-economic goals that 
increase individual capacities for continuous choices about participation in all the 
various modes of communities and markets that emerge online). 

 
To learn by doing, think in terms of increasing complexity and feedback: We make 
our networks and then our networks make us.  Vietnam is not making networks, so the 
networks aren’t making Vietnam.  The learning of new patterns of behavior in networks 
alters the interactions within and among the dynamic systems that structure a society.  
This increases the possibility of new ideas, new approaches emerging.  These are not 
imposed from outside.  They are discovered from within. You can use the medium itself 
to increase discussion about the impact of change on Vietnam’s culture, economy and 
society.  Accelerate the use of online means of dialogue on policy and social change 
concerning the uses of ICTs for development.  Enable movement toward open discussion 
by bringing civil society associations and institutions for recourse and appeal, online. 
 
Ordinarily the Party sets direction and the GoV fleshes out the plans and strategies for its 
implementation.  In deciding direction for ICT policy, the process came to be reversed.  
No one in the Party or GoV had any experience of addressing the issues involved in using 
ICTs for development.  At first, Vietnamese decision-makers thought that increasing 
skills in operating the technologies was a sufficient first step.  Later on, they began to 
realize that critical judgement was lacking in first making decisions about why the 
technologies were being used at all. 
 
The real value of the Vietnam-Canada Information Technology project was in supplying 
the intelligence that then grew a critical mass of policy advisors.  These advisers could 
ask better quality questions about the uses of technology.  Decision-makers at a higher 
level then noticed and agreed with the shift in emphasis.  In a variety of sectors and on 
several levels, VCIT proliferated opportunities for gaining experience in identifying ICT 
policy issues.  VCIT was there to inform a swelling internal dialogue about the 
consequences, intended and unintended, of ICT use.  
 
That dialogue is important and must grow larger and deeper.  “If the world is predictable 
you need smart people.  If the world is unpredictable, you need adaptable people.”12 
Change in the direction of a goal cannot self-correct unless some kind of learning and 
feedback occurs as you move forward.  This can best be institutionalized as a socio-
economic impact assessment process focused on Vietnam’s progress in becoming a 
Knowledge Society.  That process begins with stating intentions for change so that 
progress toward achievement can be assessed openly 
 
Enable domestic use of electronic commerce by SMEs: Many policy makers expect 
that the primary strategic use of IT will be to create a new export sector in a 
“modernized” industrial economy.  A few policy makers anticipate a broader strategic 

                                                 
12 Henry Minzberg. 
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use, for example the impact of electronic commerce on Vietnam’s infrastructure and on 
daily living.  That second perspective has a very clear fit with most of the key national 
development strategies. You can’t do market under state control.  You can do market 
with socialist values. 
 
Support for the development of electronic commerce is a better first step than, for 
example, support for the development of an export oriented IT industry.  Electronic 
commerce appears to have broader opportunities for horizontal impacts on changes in 
daily life, business and the delivery of government services.  Create a fair and open 
playing field for local business to business use of electronic commerce. SME enterprises 
must be allowed to form networks and associations spontaneously.  They must be enabled 
to overcome the costs of learning how to use ICTs to reform business practices. 
 
Competitive advantages in an ICT industry will grow from the successes of local online 
markets.  Build the ICT sector first in Vietnam, and second for the export market.  This 
will grow organically the skills necessary to make good decisions.  It will grow the 
complex networks and markets from which innovations will emerge to give Vietnam 
international competitive advantages.  It is very difficult if not impossible to predict what 
these will be in advance. 
 
That frog doesn’t leap, it swims:  It is doubtful that “leapfrogging” into industrialization 
is even a desirable goal, never mind possible.  It sounds like a plan to leap backward into 
the nineteenth century.  But the primary wealth of a knowledge-based economy comes 
from ideas, not material goods.  Knowledge workers are the generators of ideas and 
therefore the creators of a knowledge-based economy.  Their culture, values and 
expectations are enormously different from what Vietnam is anticipating as impact on its 
own culture and values.   
 
New ideas result from a process of discovery that occurs through the sharing of old ones.  
The knowledge-based economy is liquid, not concrete.  In the knowledge-based 
economy, the frog does not leap it swims.  Even the attempt to make ideas concrete by 
defining them as intellectual property or “content” is, in fact, breaking down. For 
example, the open source movement created and sustains the free operating system 
“Linux,” Understanding how the evolution of Linux occurs is a concrete route to 
understanding how Net culture works to produce value.  Here are four rules for making 
money in the new economy: 
• Bandwidth is not a scarce resource.  Because of Moore’s law, communications 

network infrastructure is not a problem in the long term. 
• The world is a LAN.  Economies and societies linked by networks are local and 

global at the same time 
• Markets are conversations 13. The redistribution of functions that occurs in systems of 

commerce can best be understood as forming communities of mutual interest. 

                                                 
13 The Cluetrain Manifesto <www.cluetrain.com> 
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• I want your ideas to grow in my garden. 14  This is not the zero-sum game of 
management in a resource-based economy.   In an economy of ideas, the “structure” 
of infrastructure is not as you’d expect.  It is alive.  Living systems self-organize and 
learn their webs of relationships experientially. 

 
In effect, the economic rules of global peer-to-peer networking give everyone on the Net, 
individual, corporation or nation state, the same distributive capacity.  “The free 
proliferation of expression does not decrease its commercial value.  Free access increases 
it, and should be encouraged rather than stymied….The future will win: there will be no 
property in cyberspace.  Behold DotCommunism. (And dig it, yea talented, since it will 
enrich you.)…Non-commercial distribution of information increases the sale on 
commercial information.  Abundance breeds abundance.”15 
 
To put it another way, the concepts of a digital economy with open source governance 
have a clear affinity with the concept of a market economy with socialist values. 

5 Informing The Strategic Planning Process Differently 

Assuming that transition is already in progress, national ICT policy has to be more about 
understanding social and economic change than it is about causing it.  This shifts an 
appropriate response to the expression “just share your experience and then we’ll adapt 
it” into an entirely different context. 
 
Surviving in an economy that is based on knowledge requires evolving a massive ability 
to rapidly assimilate and apply new points of view.  Thinking about the capacity to do 
ICT policy involves thinking about the uses of ICTs for development.  Research on 
impact is the missing ingredient in capacity that moves IT policy agendas away from 
their current view.  This view is focussed on IT policy being about technology transfer.  
The future view starts with its use in development. 
 
In spite of common agreement on “reducing uncertainty,” VCIT frequently encountered 
communications difficulties in high- level policy dialogue.  These were caused by 
differences in experiences and views about the strategic planning process.  Priorities for 
the Vietnam team included: 
• Reducing diversity by regulation to achieve control. 
• Treating the “new economy” as more a subjective fantasy than a planning reality 

because Vietnam was well below the take off point in Internet use. 
• Identifying “targets” that are quantifiable and concrete - therefore felt to be objective 

& scientific (i.e. the market role in regulating supply and demand was not available to 
shape definitions of the government’s role in the economy). 

 
                                                 
14 This sentence seems to translate well into Vietnamese.  It conveys meaning about the qualitative change 

represented by transition to an information society.  The expression is borrowed, but the web site citation 
where it was encountered has been lost.  Apologies to the originator. 

15 John Perry Barlow.  The next economy of ideas.  WIRED, October 2000, 241-242. 
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Priorities for the Canadian team included: 
• Increase diversity through interaction/distribution to increase churn/turmoil 
• Basing opinion about the impact of the new economy on direct experience because 

Canada is well beyond the take off point. 
• Seeing that “markets” are usually sufficiently controlled to balance production & 

consumption (i.e. government role is only in areas of market failures). 
 
Good development begins by understanding that you cannot presume to intervene in a 
system unless you understand what makes it work.  What you bring into a system is not 
information unless it is informed by knowledge of the system’s context.  Technology 
transfer must be seen as the communication of practices and behaviors that are embedded 
in cultural perspectives.  This ensures that we will not underestimate the difficulty of 
obtaining the necessary “skills” that successful use requires.  It should also ensure, but 
rarely does, that we begin to design the new systems with a careful exploration of context 
and intentions on several sides in order to discover common values. 
 
A true capacity to formulate information technology policy would sustain an evolving 
means ( a feedback function) of understanding the economic, political and social impacts 
of the changing uses of information technologies.  Most countries do not attempt to have 
such a comprehensive national capacity.  Instead, they narrowly define information 
technology policy as part of policy for science, or for technology in general, or for 
economic development.  In the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, it would be unusual if the 
present attempt to develop such a comprehensive capacity was not sustained. 

5.1 Expanding the limits of dialogue 

The designers of any future project dealing in the uses of ICTs for development need to 
keep in mind that they face a problem of acculturation that is substantially more complex 
than they might first anticipate.  Cross-cultural contact will occur across three primary 
cultures, - the assisting country, the recipient country and, for lack of a better word, the 
Net.  
 
The content and practices of VCIT were shaped by interaction across all three of those 
cultures in a particular historic context.  And, of course, all three of those cultures are in 
transition.  That is to say, shortly after VCIT concludes, the context that shaped it will no 
longer exist.  Therefore its specific content and practices are not a reliable guide to the 
content and practices of any other development intervention that supports the growth of 
IT policy capacity.  That is to say – more of the same will never be required. Of course, 
that is a truism that can be said about any development project.  But it has particular 
relevance for projects about the uses of ICTs.  Capacity to engage in ICT policy is 
inherently capacity to anticipate the future. 
 
In Vietnam, the way the future can be anticipated is almost pathologically circumscribed 
by difficulties.  It is often difficult to engage in dialogue about “hypothetical” futures 
because that may surface questions that cannot be asked.  Not just the Party, but a culture 
of civility sets limits on the content of direct public expression that may have negative 
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implications.  Often, a “new” or impolitely critical topic doesn’t exist until, somewhere 
above, the limits of such discourse have been specified. 
 
To the Canadian mind, It is incomprehensible that a good idea might not be discussible, 
precisely because of its obvious capacity to alter structure and relations.  Many Canadian 
consultants, facing silence where they expected interaction, exclaim in exasperation, 
“Don’t the Vietnamese realize that…?”  Well yes, they do. The question is: is the issue 
understood and simply not an appropriate topic for direct discussion?  Or, is it not 
understood at all, and therefore a conceptual difficulty in adapting IT uses in support of 
administrative reform?  External consultants usually assume the latter.  But, if you pose 
the question in that way to senior officials of the Government of Vietnam, they will 
confirm that they do understand but prudently don’t discuss. 
 
There is nothing automatic in understanding what it is that “Vietnamese” do and do not 
understand.  The real significance of the question is that a failure to inform is occurring 
because of a lack of common context for interpretation and dialogue. 
 
For example, a shift to e-governance also has massive implications for the reform of 
public administration, the future organization of work in public service, and the re-
structuring of government agencies and their relations with citizens.  Impact of this nature 
is difficult to discuss or acknowledge directly.  But it is possible to discuss it as change in 
the job descriptions of those in government who manage IT based systems, and of those 
managers who use IT based systems for their work.   That is to say, there is an acceptable 
way to discuss a change that will eventually affect all government managers (For 
example, in December 2000, following Directive 58, the Minister of Education ordered 
all levels of managers in the Ministry to immediately begin using email).  
 
Impacts such as changes in management behavior do offer structural opportunities for 
defining “control” issues in a completely different way.  They create broad but 
understandable changes in how the components of systems of production, distribution 
and consumption relate to each other.  In other words, strengthening ICT policy capacity 
requires addressing the question of how to expand the space in which an acceptable 
dialogue over the methods and nature of change can occur.  

5.2 ICT policy specialists as socio-economic development critics 

VCIT has supported ICT strategies on many levels of the Government of Vietnam and in 
many sectors of the economy. All of them identify the question of education and training 
of new and scarce skills as a matter of the highest priority.  The best of these plans are 
stating that the new skills training needs to be planned on three levels: 
• The use of ICTs in daily life (the society level) 
• The use of ICTs in working life (the management level) 
• The creation and management of the ICT infrastructure itself 
 
All of these need attention in a successful transition to a knowledge-based economy.  But 
there is a fourth level of skills – one that is not yet identified in any of the ICT strategies. 
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Vietnam needs to have more people with the capacity to think about what will happen to 
itself as it uses ICTs to accelerate its transition to a knowledge society and its integration 
into the global economy.   
 
Vietnam does not need many people in the fourth level, but they do need to be present in 
all three of the other levels.  Only someone who is Vietnamese will be able to see the 
specific opportunities that make Vietnam’s use of ICTs different from anyone else’s.  
Those differences will be the things that are most valuable for Vietnam in a global 
economy of knowledge.  But the recognition of those differences cannot be planned.  
Only Vietnamese will be able to see the unintended consequences of use, the gaps in the 
ICT strategies that could not be anticipated until you learn from the process of 
implementing them. 
 
The ability to think at this fourth level is very rare.  When you go looking for them, such 
skills will be found more frequently among women than among men.  For example, 
Canada has a very small number of people who can act as socio-economic critics of the 
process of using information and communications technologies for development – maybe 
a 100 people out of 30 million. 16  In that group of 100 people in Canada, the voices of its 
multicultural society that keep it headed in a positive direction, the ratio of women to 
men is three to one.  

5.3 A CDF for ICT Policy 

There is an opportunity available in Vietnam to use the World Bank’s concept of 
Comprehensive Development Frameworks (CDF) to increase the coordination, and 
potentially therefore the effectiveness, of ODA support for the uses of ICTs for 
development.  The factors presently operating that make consideration of this concept 
reasonable are as follows. 
 
Factors in Vietnam: 
• Directive 58 on “Accelerating the Use and Development of Information Technology 

for the Cause of Industrialization and Modernization” is rapidly creating vehicles for 
horizontal coordination of the uses of ICTs in socio-economic reform across the 
Party, Government and all economic sectors. 

• Currently, in such draft IT strategies as MOT’s E-Commerce Framework, DGPT’s 
National Information Infrastructure Proposal, MOET’s Master Plan for the Uses of IT 
in Education, and MOSTE’s IT Master Plan 2001-2005, the parts of a comprehensive 
approach to ICT use are becoming visible but remain isolated from each other. 

• An interministerial ICT Task Force on ODA coordination has been formed, chaired 
by MOSTE. 

                                                 
16  Although Canada is large in area, it is small in population relative to Vietnam.  In any sector of 

endeavor, the 20% of the people who do 80% of the work is a very small number.  These people usually 
all know each other.  The people in question in this estimate are, not IT specialists, but those who take 
action on issues of social policy and the public good in the changing environment of communications. If 
the ratio in Canada applies, that would mean that Vietnam needs about 300 people who can work at this 
task. 
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• As it came to a conclusion, the Vietnam-Canada Information Technology Project 
evolved and demonstrated a model of external support for strategic IT policy planning 
that comfortably accommodated Vietnam’s needs. 

 
Factors in the ODA community: 
• There has been a recent shift in the thinking of bilateral and multilateral aid agencies 

to identify ICT use as a key factor in economic and human development. 
• The General Assembly o f the United Nations has just established the Information 

and Communication Technologies Advisory Group, a team of experts drawn from the 
private and public sectors to give it specific advice on bridging the digital divide. 

• Because of Japan’s opening contribution to the G8 Digital Opportunities Task Force, 
substantially increased development aid for ICT use has already begun to flow to 
some countries in South East Asia.  This aid will only increase as the dot.force’s 
global plans emerge, probably in the middle of 2001. 

• Actions such as the recent E-ASEAN Agreement and the APEC e-commerce 
framework are focusing increasing attention on an integrated approach to ICT use in 
the region. 

 
These external factors are increasing the amount of support for ICT use flowing into 
Vietnam.  Correspondingly that increases the need for Vietnam to be well informed about 
the intentions that underlie such support.  This presents an opportunity for Vietnam to 
take a Comprehensive Development Framework approach to working closely with the 
ODA community.  This approach can be successfully used in deciding how application of 
that increased support can more effectively address Vietnam’s development priorities. 
 


