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1 Overview1 

1.1 Project Description 

The Vietnam-Canada Information Technology (VCIT) Project was a five-year (1996-
2001) ten million dollar CIDA-sponsored project. The project’s goal was to support 
Vietnam’s reform process by strengthening its public sector capacity to develop and 
implement sound, equitable and environmentally sustainable economic and social 
policies.  Its purpose was to strengthen the capacity of the GoV to develop, manage and 
implement the National Program on Information Technology (NPIT). 
 
The initial project design focused on building the capacity of the GoV to plan and 
coordinate the management of the NPIT implementation, which included an expected 
result of enhanced IT policy-making.  During the Inception Mission, however, the focus 
changed more to “assisting in the implementation” of NPIT elements to meet the 
pragmatic approach Vietnam seemed to think would help in its future planning 
approaches.  Planning, as such, was reduced as a focus.  A major reason for this shift 
(only understood towards the end of the project) was the pervasive influence of the 5-year 
plan that was in place when the project began.  However, over time, and with a concerted 
effort on the part of GAIA, the need for policy planning in IT became clearer to the 
Vietnamese.  In the last two years of the project the policy component started to dominate 
the activities.  There was a significant capacity improvement of the GoV in its 
understanding of the nature of IT, (and its more appropriate role as a tool to be used for 
developmental purposes). Indeed, since the existing 5-year plan was near its end, and 
planning had begun on the next 5-year plan, the GoV was now open to the strategic 
thinking that Canada had thought might be exercised during the project itself.  By the end 
of the 5-years the project was starting to support the original design elements. 
 
To sustain policy capacity, a knowledgeable group must have the education and skills to 
interpret new IT directions and define suitable local actions.  To impart IT knowledge 
requires that people first acquire experience in the application of theory through the 
design, implementation, and monitoring of applications.  To understand what else could 
be applicable requires observations of other applications and discussion on what it 
implies to the local environment.  To ensure that this knowledge is passed on requires a 
solid education system. 

                                                 
1 This chapter is a summary of the information presented, in more detail, in Chapters 2 through 7. 
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In response to these needs, the project had activities to influence direction in many areas.   
These included:  
• improving the education delivery of all aspects of IT teaching and content;  
• interaction with the policy advisors in all ministries who can influence the use of IT;  
• the design and implementation of pilot projects;  
• support to the nascent IT industry;  
• advice on how to approach and monitor computerization of state management, and;  
• identification and suggestions of ways to remove gender biases. 
 
As the project progressed support for the IT industry was increased because it was 
recognized that by so doing the effectiveness and sustainability of the outputs could be 
enhanced.  To ensure that the lessons learned in the design and implementation of 
applications can be sustained and improved upon, it is necessary to build a solid IT 
industry2.  To ensure that the policy makers consider all aspects of IT, it is important that 
the industry be given a voice on its formulation and that any policy actions be gender 
neutral. 
 
Overall VCIT has succeeded as an IT policy capacity building project.  Part of its success 
lies on the pervasive and coordinated activities across several government departments 
and agencies.  The Project’s approach was to strengthen capacity to develop IT policy not 
the doing of IT policy itself.  The Project focused on the essential but more process 
oriented elements of capacity, learning and policy research.  

1.2 Summary of Results 

Of the five outcomes for the project two have been achieved, one is likely to be achieved 
in the next year or so, and there is uncertainty about others.  One of the outcomes that has 
been achieved and the one that is likely to be achieved are linked.   These two are related 
to the development of the capacity to develop, manage and implement ICT policy.  
 
VCIT influenced a significant shift in public policy in Vietnam.  It moved the focus of 
policy formulation from the development of information technology as a vertical 
dimension of science and technology policy toward a more horizontal view of the uses of 
information and communications technologies for development across various segments 
of the economy.  The most dramatic demonstration of this result is the issuance of 
Directive 58 in October 20003 in which the GoV for the first time linked IT with 
development.  

                                                 
2 In general the IT industry can be defined to include hardware manufacturers/assemb lers, software 
developers, equipment and software sales and maintenance, professional consulting services, and service 
and content providers.  
3 A copy of Directive 58 is provided in Appendix ‘D’ 
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A central factor in VCIT’s success was the creation and connection of a community of IT 
policy specialists who could ask better quality questions about the uses of technology.  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. VCIT was 
there to inform a swelling internal dialogue about the consequences, intended and 
unintended, of ICT use. 

Vietnam now believes that, after it has absorbed the characteristics of the global Internet 
culture, it will still be Vietnamese.  As Vietnam becomes a knowledge society, the 
effective uses of ICTs to enable development steadily become more critical to achieving 
that goal.  It is likely that the impact of the knowledge society on Vietnam’s culture, 
values and institutions is being underestimated. 

The capacity to think about the uses of information technology for development is an 
essential part of a national development strategy.  VCIT supported Vietnam’s uses of 
information technology policy formulation to act as levers that influence other beneficial 
development results.   In this it has significantly achieved the outcome of “improved 
capacity in ministries and provinces to develop, implement and manage the NPIT and 
increase awareness, in society, of the importance of IT”.  It will also significantly 
influence the achievement of “improved environment for the application and 
development of IT in Vietnam”.  These two outcomes are linked, as one was required to 
implement NPIT, which has now been replaced by Directive 58, and the other is needed 
for the future.  To effectively implement Directive 58, the second outcome is required. 
 
The database pilots and computerization of state management efforts were successfully 
implemented.   The pilot projects themselves may sound very basic, however, it is 
important to realize that support of these activities by the OSC and VCIT represented 
pioneering efforts in the computerization of public administration in Vietnam.  These 
were “firsts” in the implementing agencies and this challenged the staffs involved with 
steep learning curves.  Capacity was developed to scope out projects and subject 
proponents to rigorous competitive evaluations. These, along with the outputs of other 
supporting activities, helped to also achieve two outcomes.  They are “improved capacity 
in ministries and provinces to develop, implement and manage the NPIT and increase 
awareness, in society, of the importance of IT”, and “improved environment for the 
application and development of IT in Vietnam”.  
 
Many activities did not achieve the desired outputs.  As well it is either unknown, or 
uncertain, if the outputs will have any influence in achieving the other two outcomes of: 
“increased participation of women in the management, technical and training elements of 
the NPIT” and; “increased capacity of the educational and training community to deliver 
IT education and training in areas of direct relevance to the NPIT”. 
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A full review of results, in escalating level of detail, is in: Chapter 3 – Major Results, 
Chapter 6 - Results by Cluster, and Appendices A and B – documentation of all activities 
and results from the Project. 

1.3 Results by CIDA Success Factors 

CIDA relies on the Bilateral Project Closing Report for documenting end-of-project 
results.  Although the “success factors” defined by CIDA were not overtly tracked during 
the course of the project, upon reflection it is possible to summarize how these objectives 
were fulfilled.  The following summary is more fully described in section 3.4 and reports 
GAIA’s views on the attainment of CIDA’s development and management factors as 
outlined in the documentation relating to the preparation of the “Bilateral Project Closing 
Report”4. 
 
Achievement of Foreign Policy Objectives: Three basic Canadian values can be clearly 
identified as having been “exported” to Vietnam during the course of the project.  They 
are the importance of inclusiveness of policy-making; the valuable contribution that the 
private sector can make in the  economy, and; the need for increased awareness of gender 
issues.  These values are reflected in Vietnamese reports and directives. 
 
Relevance of the Project: To the extent VCIT was intended to assist the Vietnamese in 
implementing the National Program on Information Technology (NPIT), consistency of 
the project design to that focus could be rated high.  While the priorities of the 
Vietnamese did not change, the project itself was initially refocused to fit NPIT (e.g. the 
Logical Framework Analysis was revised in the first year of the project). 
 
Appropriateness of the Project: VCIT as a capacity-development project was required 
to adapt to the increased knowledge and awareness of the Vietnamese as the project 
progressed and as needs were identified.  Stakeho lders satisfaction with the project is a 
part of appropriateness and could be summarized as follows: 
• In terms of satisfaction with results, the project has received a high rating from GoV.  
• The private sector in Vietnam were satisfied with their increased role in policy 

discussions and the gradual attitude shift within GoV toward perceiving the private 
sector as more valuable. 

• GoV departments and Provinces who had an interest in VCIT but no authority over 
project direction (such as DGPT and VNPT) expressed frustration with VCIT’s 
progress because of the lack of activities directly within their mandates.  

 
Cost-Effectiveness of the Project: The cost-effectiveness of this project suffered from 
early high administration costs, which were brought into control at the end of year two 
with a change in management in GAIA. Some costs could arguably have been curtailed, 
however, the potential negative impact on other outputs is unknown.  In the last three 
years of the project when a common focus became clearer between VEA and CEA, 

                                                 
4 Performance Review Branch, CIDA, Bilateral Project Closing Report.  June 1998. 
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results became much more identifiable and cost justified.  Ultimately VCIT did achieve 
significant benefits that, on a socio-economic scale, outweigh the costs.  
 
Sustainability of Results: The sustainability of the project is indicated by the following: 
• Industry and GoV officials who now understand IT policy and are openly discussing 

Vietnam’s options. 
• Continuing support and involvement of very high level GoV officials. 
• The GoV plans to maintain the IT policy function. 
• The IT industry is increasingly pursuing export potential. 
The main factor which may adversely affect sustainability is internal conflicts over 
responsibility and authority for needed policies such as Intellectual Property (IP) and 
standards.  There is also the risk that Vietnam will not have the resources to sustain the 
momentum created by VCIT. 
 
Partnerships within the Project: There were a number of “partners” involved in the 
VCIT project including agencies and associations in both Canada and Vietnam but 
ultimately accountability for results was borne by VEA and CEA with VEA reporting to 
MOSTE and CEA reporting to CIDA.  At first the lack of defined roles and 
responsibilities caused undue friction.   However, once the common vision of VCIT (the 
LFA and NPIT) was fully understood by all, the project did progress in partnership.  The 
VEA demonstrated their assumption of responsibility for project results in Appendix ‘B’. 
 
Innovation and Creativity of the Project: VCIT was one of the first IT Policy projects 
of this size and magnitude anywhere in the world.  There are few case studies or country 
examples of similar initiatives.  Many new concepts were introduced to the Vietnamese 
to help advance the goals of the project, including innovative approaches to presenting 
and achieving results from workshops.  The uniqueness and innovation of this project is 
best demonstrated by the significant interest of other aid agencies in the documentation 
now available through this report and other project initiatives. 
  
Appropriate Human Resource Utilization: Significant effort was made by GAIA to 
ensure that the appropriate level of expertise was engaged in this project.  Operating with 
a relatively small core group of consultants, the best of Canadian expertise was 
contracted on an as needed basis with VEA input and approval.  In the beginning of the 
project this was not handled well, with a subsequent lack of progress.  Lessons were 
learned from this and the issues corrected such that the project was then able to meet 
expectations. 
 
Prudence and Probity: The financial management of VCIT was low initially, but high 
in the last few years.  The change can be attributed to changes in GAIA management. 
  
The major risk factors in this project were: 
• Disagreement between MOSTE, VEA, CEA and CIDA on how to proceed.  The late 

understanding of the true context of the NPIT. 
• Involving the appropriate level of Vietnamese decision-makers and beneficiaries. 
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• Timely acceptance of progress at the decision-making level to pursue needed 
initiatives (such as intellectual property). 

 
Minimizing the exposure to these risks involved: significant efforts in ensuring consensus 
decision-making at the VEA-CEA level; open dialogue with as many GoV and industry 
interests as possible, and; use of well respected Canadians to inform senior GoV officials. 
 
Informed and Timely Action: VCIT got off to a slow start because of a lack of true 
understanding between the Canadians and the Vietnamese of the purpose of the project.  
This was compounded by the lack of common understanding of management terms 
(planning, outputs/outcomes/impacts, consulting).  Fundamental differences related to 
how funds should be spent (equipment versus expertise, Canadians in Vietnam versus 
Vietnamese in Canada, the purpose of study tours, etc.) impeded progress in the initial 
years.  Once the issues were clearly identified they were resolved and the project was 
adapted accordingly.  At the end of the project the increase in the quality of the 
information received improved the effectiveness of the activities. 
 
UniCon monitored the project.  However, by the time monitor’s reports were issued, 
CEA was already aware of issues and working to resolve them. 

1.4 Issues 

There are, in summary, four major issues that influenced the conduct and results of the 
project. 
 
The first is  the differences in approaches and expectations between the Vietnamese and 
Canadians.  This was most evident in the early years of the Project.  It included issues 
such as defining the Project, using Project funds on technology rather than skills transfer, 
and obtaining visas in a timely manner.  The Vietnamese had trouble understanding the 
LFA, and its terminology.  They believed that NPIT was the governing design document. 
 
In the beginning the VEA requested increased funding for “tangible” inputs. The 
Vietnamese expectations for knowledge transfer were, at first, not being met.  CIDA 
believed that this request for equipment was directly related to this impression.  This 
breakdown in trust also impacted the readiness of the VEA to authorize working visas for 
suggested experts. 
 
The second was the underestimation of the importance of the Vietnamese five-year 
planning process.  The Canadians assumed that the five-year plan was the start of 
planning, whereas it was really the marching orders.  Hence any early discussions about 
planning were either ignored or at best futile. 
 
The third was the importance of the central agency function on Project progress.  
Originally the project was sponsored by a central agency, however that was disbanded 
before the end.  In the GoV central control is necessary to ensure progress.  The shape 
and location of that central authority is currently under debate in Vietnam. 
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The fourth is the difficulties and extended discussions on measuring results in a project 
such as VCIT.  There were neither the resources nor the structure put in place to properly 
measure the “cost-effectiveness” of a policy capacity-development project such as VCIT.  
Accordingly the measures of success are mainly anecdotal. 

1.5 Lessons Learned 

The lessons learned, both positive and negative, in completing the VCIT project are in 
chapter 5.  They can be summarized as follows: 
• VCIT success can be partly attributed to organizing the project into component parts 

that fit with Vietnam’s existing planning processes. 
• Some of the project implementation difficulties could have been reduced through the 

active participation in the annual plans of all the affected agencies.  
• Further understanding of project expectations, from high- level outputs, to financial 

inputs, to use of documentation such as MOUs, to choosing project activities, is 
needed.   This understanding needs to be among a cross-section of likely project 
participants to improve project focus and concentrate efforts. 

• In the case of VCIT, developing an understanding that dialogue and planning on 
multiple levels (society, management and infrastructure) promotes good policy took 
time. 

• Limited resources might be better spent on disseminating the implications of 
applications projects in existence rather than trying to identify potential new projects.  

• Understanding the context of activities needs to be fully understood or little progress 
will happen.  This was the case with IP, where the underlying legal framework 
presented a complex, and for the project, insurmountable obstacle. 

• Direct relationships with key agencies may be necessary to avoid “gate-keeping” as 
happened with gender activities. 

• Well-chosen pilot projects with demonstrable potential for learning-by-doing and 
spin-off benefits are effective in increasing experience in application development 
and project coordination. 

• Two-management level Canadians are required in-country for a project of the scope 
and size of VCIT. 

• Project administration skills provide a unique opportunity to transfer management 
capacity. 

• Protocol issues related to “official” invitations and per diems for workshops, although 
not common in North America, are required. 

1.6 Recommendations For Future Interventions 

Based on the experience of implementing VCIT, the following list recommends future 
actions to strengthen national capacity for ICT policy planning and implementation in the 
service of socio-economic development.  These recommendations are directed toward 
critical concerns for national capacity for ICT planning in Vietnam.  However, they 
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would be useful to consider in any effort to integrate thinking about the uses of ICTs for 
development into national socio-economic development strategies. 

1.6.1 Development 

An important element for the implementation of development policies would be to 
strengthen the IT industry.   Any such strengthening could include: 

• Support for small and medium enterprise networks within an 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. 

Any future support of strengthening IT policy capacity in Vietnam should seek the means 
of ensuring far higher southern involvement than VCIT was able to achieve. 

1.6.2 Policy capacity 

Because the context that shaped it will rapidly change, VCIT’s 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.  

Development of a Knowledge Society 
 
Setting clear goals for future use of ICTs is an anticipatory process. Vietnam 
has now qualified the goal of becoming industrialized and modernized by the 
idea of becoming a knowledge society.  Thinking about sustaining the ICT 
policy capacity into the future will require 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? 

In an increasingly interconnected world, underdeveloped nations rapidly need 
to understand a new dimension of policy formulation.  External factors are 
increasing the amount of support for ICT use flowing into Vietnam.  This 
presents an opportunity for Vietnam to take a Comprehensive Development 
Framework (CDF) 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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Project design should begin by modeling the system of rules that patterns ICT policy 
formulation within the present system of governance.  This would place the point of 
intervention, not within ICT program development, management and implementation, but 
in the environment of use that surrounds the actual ICT policy decision making itself.  
The focal point for ICT policy intervention would not be in the ICT policy community 
where VCIT primarily acted.  It would be in the decision-making environment of the 
level above it. 

1.6.3 Program management 

The LFA is an extremely useful short form for clarifying intentions, and such prior 
statement of intended results is the key to accountability.  When carefully designed an 
LFA can be effectively applied to policy capacity building projects. 

A way to reduce misunderstandings would have been to increase participation in the 
annual planning stages of the project, rather than in the monitoring processes when it was 
too late.  In any subsequent project, planning must draw in a broader constituency of 
participants and achieve a broader consensus about what determines meaningful 
performance.   
 
Project administrative systems have a substantial hands-on potential to teach capacity. 
Project design should allow for several face-to-face meetings over the full period of 
project implementation where the Canadian and Vietnamese financial administrators can: 

• Seek improvements in administrative routines 
• Improve transparency in administrative practices 
• Learn, document and disseminate how they are acting as a team in online project 

administration. 

1.6.4 ODA Assistance 

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.   
 
This presents an opportunity for Vietnam to take a Comprehensive Deve lopment 
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. 


