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7 Ideas for Future Interventions 

This chapter looks at what effective future interventions should be considered in the 
building of IT Policy capacity.  Some of the ideas are explored in more depth in a paper 
prepared by the Project Director in Appendix ‘E’.   

7.1 Potential Impediments to Future Developments 

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 conditions that may slow down or block effective 
action in the immediate future.  These conditions could define critical areas or issues 
where support of capacity to engage in ICT policy formulation and implementation may 
need attention. 

7.1.1 Potential Conditions of Impediment 

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.   
 
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 
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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.  Because they assist in giving the perfect knowledge of price that 
economy theory assumes ICTs make real markets work faster and better.  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. 
 
The limits of dialogue: In Vietnam, the way the future can be anticipated to be  
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 implications.  Often, a “new” or impolitely critical topic doesn’t 
exist until, somewhere above, the limits of such discourse have been specified. 
 
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.  
 
To reach the goals of the use and development of IT for the cause of industrialization and 
modernization, an enabling environment must be developed and would include: 
• indigenous IT capacity 
• universal access to telecommunications and the internet 
• standards, intellectual property rights and investment 
• awareness. 
 
In future, it would be important to start some process of developing a measurement scale.   
This would benefit both the recipient country, as well as start to better answer the cost 
benefit question for MBR projects.  This would require stating intentions for change and 
assessment of progress toward change.  Such an assessment must attempt analysis of who 
benefits and who pays as the change unfolds.  In that sense, cost benefit and 
accountability are inextricably linked. 

7.1.2 IT Policy Community and a Central Agency 

It would be wrong to wait for the arrival of a central controlling or coordinating agency in 
order to continue with support of Vietnam’s ICT policy capacity, even though such an 
agency is needed to ensure sustainable results.  The overall growth of a critical mass of 
policy advisors who can ask questions of a better quality is more important than propping 
up the mandates of centralizing agencies with external resources.  Critical judgment in 
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the uses of technology demands a widely distributed capacity to assess socio-economic 
impact.  It would be better to focus on objective people requirements, not on technology 
or institutionalization.   
 
Maintaining the momentum is essential.  Particularly in Vietnam, the strengthening of 
central agencies may not accelerate the sort of hands-on experience that increases 
national capacity to integrate into or adapt to realities in a global digital economy.  
Understanding that use applies to all levels means that a set of principles/criteria can be 
included in all policy capacity building projects.  The designers and implementers need to 
understand that use questions, not just technology questions, govern the setting of goals 
and expectations for results. 
 
The IT policy community experienced the capacity, they see the absolute necessity of 
sustaining the capacity into the future.  Vietnam needs to sustain IT policy capacity to be 
able to keep continually asking questions about consequences.  Focus on people, not 
technology. Critical judgment in the use of technology demands some capacity to assess 
its socio-economic impacts.  In growing a critical mass of IT policy advisors who can ask 
questions of a better quality we succeeded in supporting a fundamental shift in attitude. 
 
The next ICT 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. 
   
Although VCIT did not do this, it would be possible to begin designing the next project  
by modeling the system of rules that patterns 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.   

7.1.3 Measuring Impact 

Measuring impact would also be an important adjunct to the necessary (and so far absent) 
capacity in Vietnam’s national IT policy agency to engage in IT policy research.  As yet, 
there are no convincing methods in the literature on socio-economic impact assessment or 
cost-benefit analysis to measure progress toward the achievement of a “knowledge 
society.”  
 
This leads to the second problem, the cost of developing and applying such a 
measurement scale.  The effort, the resources, and the methodological difficulties 
required to create a value scale at either level are considerably more than is being 
anticipated.  It is not a simple task to capture people’s true values in establishing 
developmental and socio-economic reform priorities.  It becomes a matter of weighing 
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the prices paid against the achievement of intended developmental results.  This requires 
a measurement scale composed of an agreed set of socio-economic impact indicators that 
could measure the direction and degree of change and benefit. 

7.2 Project Management Improvements 

The gulf between salaries in Canada and salaries in Vietnam is so large that it is 
incomprehensible.  While transparency of the fees of external consultants was essential to 
joint planning of activities within VCIT, the Vietnamese counterpart agencies were quite 
concerned to keep that information within the project.  The Canadian cost component of 
any activity was so enormous, from a Vietnamese perspective, that they believed 
disclosure of total activity costs might cause agencies external to VCIT to suggest that 
fraud was the only possible explanation.  This attitude may create a challenge for 
instituting any effective in-Country process of cost-benefit analysis.  It ignores the reality 
that the expense of acquiring and retaining world class IT expertise is disproportionately 
high to Vietnamese experience.   
 
This is not just a specific VCIT Project issue.  It is an ODA funded project management 
issue that needs to be addressed. 
 
In the end, OSC/NPIT did not fully meet GoV’s expectations, as anticipated in CIDA’s 
original management plan.  VCIT provided the major assistance in establishing the 
criteria of evaluation that resulted in that conclusion.  VCIT fostered major changes in the 
awareness of the roles that a central agency might need to play.  However, the question of 
how to find better approaches to institutionalizing capacity for realizing IT policy 
objectives remains unresolved. 

7.3 Standards, Intellectual Property 

Vietnam recognizes the need for the adoption/adaptation and implementation of standards 
as a mechanism for the effective use of ICT in its development and globalization.  To be 
effective the administration of standards needs to be effective, visible and transparent.  
 
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 may be misplaced.  Vietnam needs to be 
aware of the changes that are taking place and adopt/adapt the global requirements for 
ICT standards and intellectual property protection. 
 
Investment in ICT has not been sufficient in Vietnam.  Investment in infrastructure has 
not been considered an investment in socio-economic development.  International 
investors have not seen the transparent and stable environment that they require for 
investment. 
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7.4 Potential Initiatives for Vietnam in the Near Future 

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 the 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. 
 
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 
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. 
 
Support local online markets: 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. 
 
A request to CIDA for support of IT policy capacity beyond VCIT may include a 
reference to the priority of the IT industry.  In addressing that issue, CIDA should 
seriously consider a return to the NPIT recommendation to begin in local markets and use 
import replacement processes to gain skills.  The lesson for the future would be to seek 
more indirect tactics to influence the content of IT industry strategy with respect to 
private sector development.  A strategic change in direction to emphasize indirect 
influences that focus on demand in local markets could include: 
• Support for small and medium enterprise networks within the e-commerce 

framework. 
• Building industry and research links in the reform of higher education in IT. 
• Programs of support for small and medium enterprise network links to government in 

the context of a strategic government IT procurement framework. 
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7.5 Recommendations for Support from ODAs 

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 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 inter-ministerial ICT Task Force on ODA coordination has been formed, chaired 
by MOSTE. 

• 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 of 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 
(dot.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. 
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7.6 Guidelines for Future IT Policy Approaches 

Generalizing from the lists of themes and recommendations, and following from the 
analysis in this report, there is a set of assumptions that should be used to structure future 
approaches to strengthening ICT policy capacity: 
 
1. The capacity to understand how the uses of ICTs affect development and the capacity 

to understand how IT policies can positively impact the process of social and 
economic reform20 are the same thing. 

2. The purpose of action on IT policy is not the policy.  It’s learning through action how 
to improve the quality of the policy planning process. The outcome of improved 
capacity for IT policy leads to better IT policy leads to positive processes of reform. 

3. Strengthening the capacity to formulate and implement IT policy is a function of 
altering the structures through which governing institutions learn.  By increasing the 
diversity of issues addressed and the complexity of the networks of individuals that 
address them, you can increase the likelihood of something new and interesting 
emerging. The existence of an interactive community of experienced IT policy 
specialists is therefore a greater need than the existence of a central agency to guide 
strategy for the uses of ICTs in development. The real ICT policy capacity is a 
question of expanding the space in which an acceptable dialogue over the methods 
and nature of change can occur. 

4. The shift away from a concept of developing IT and toward a concept based on IT use 
allows for a more complex view of the role of IT policy and guarantees a sustainable 
change in the capacity to apply IT policy formulation in the service of development. 

5. 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. 

6. 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.  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. Access to communications, to the means of becoming informed through 
dialogue, is essential to development. 

                                                 
20 The first statement of capacity is a key issue in current development theory and second statement of 
capacity was the expected result described for the impact level in the VCIT Project LFA. 


